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Introduction
“You can go to an exhibition opening every day in Yogyakarta. You can’t go to all the events and it’s also not 
always worth it. (…) I was blown away by contemporary art in the 90s, it was new to me, it was forward 
thinking, you could express with it… (…) Now, a while ago I saw this installation. A massive baby head. The 
size of a house! It doesn’t say anything at all really. But you’re supposed to go ‘wow’.
This introductory quote stems from a conversation about contemporary visual and fine art that I 
had with a director of a prominent contemporary art institute in Yogyakarta, Java, Indonesia, at the 
start of February 2014 while I was conducting ethnographic fieldwork. The director’s quote serves 
to illustrate the state of contemporary art in Yogyakarta, which this cultural anthropological 
master’s thesis explores and which I will now introduce. 
 Indonesia has a long history of colonial oppression and dictatorship ending with 
democratisation in 1998, after the over three decade long regime of Suharto. Yogyakarta, in 
central Java, is a culturally significant art centre in Indonesia, many a time as such described and 
mentioned in academic literature (Luvaas, 2012; Strassler, 2010; Vogelsang, 2011, p.89), its 
reputation dating far back, steeped in history. The art historian Jim Supangkat and Rumah Seni 
Cemeti, Cemeti Art House, in Yogyakarta may be seen as important gatekeepers to an alternative 
movement of art under Suharto’s regime (Vogelsang, 2011, p.93). This alternative art movement 
may be seen as a precursor of a creative, rebellious expression characteristic of Yogyakarta’s art 
climate (Ingham, 2007). Pemad (2013) describes the current art world of Yogyakarta as an art 
world in flux, a diverse market with art ranging from traditional, ethnic, religious to contemporary 
art; it is a place where many galleries set out and shut down. These are the reasons Yogyakarta 
proved relevant and sparked my interest. 
 Since democratisation in 1998, little state support has been offered to the arts sector. No 
state museums are empowered to constitute an infrastructure or build a collection for the 
contemporary arts (Vickers, 2013). Due to this, the network of contemporary art actors is chiefly 
independently built up, which assures a diversity of activity and votes for different directions for 
contemporary art. Contemporary art is also part of the global art market: Indonesia entered 
international trade with the big auction houses Sotheby’s and Christie’s in the 1990s (Vogelsang, 
2011, p.92) aggrandising contemporary art’s international exposure and commercial touch. In this 
climate, a loss of urgency can be discerned; owing to lessening social and political 
momentousness in the democratising landscape after the regime's collapse, contemporary art 
actually seems to have lost its political edge and gained a commercial drive (Pemad, 2013; 
Vickers, 2013). 
 This is then how the aforementioned quote’s sentiment is made palpable: the director in 
question speaks of an erosion of the meaning of contemporary art since she first became 
acquainted with it. She expresses this as well by offering an illustration of a global contemporary 
art installation by Eddi Prabandono. He made a series of giant sculptures of his daughter Luz’ 
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head, of which one was exhibited at Art Jog, a global art fair that generates international attention 
and invites prestigious guests. Prabandono says on his series in the Jakarta Globe (2013):  
“The heads are also laid on the ground to symbolize the old proverb of ashes to ashes, dust to dust. 
(…) …also symbolizes the burdens that we leave to succeeding generations, such as conflict, global 
warming and other disasters of the man-made kind.” 
Various media and strategies are used to produce the artwork, even cobble stones were removed 
and a large hole dug to implement it in its exhibition spot. Before, contemporary art was relevant 
in the director’s eyes, to express emotions, thoughts and ideas with. Yet now it sometimes seems 
to her that it is about a spectacle; everything has to surprise and impress, while in reality, at times, 
even when you know the message of the artwork, it is quite arbitrary and superficial to her. As 
Julian Stallabrass (2006, p.101) writes, “total randomness is one form of total uniformity.” In a 
conversation I have with Farah Wardani, director of the Indonesian Visual Arts Archive, on 
Tuesday the 4th of February 2014, she speaks on a more sunny note: “contemporary art is an 
exuberant commodity, but it remains a potent idea.” The first quote acknowledged an erosion of 
meaning while the second strikes a hopeful and confident chord – it is those sentiments, 
encapsulated by the quotes, which I explore and to which I return again and again throughout this 
thesis as they encompass many of the issues contemporary art faces in the present day. 
 In essence, contemporary art is expected to function as a unique, sophisticated 
expression as a cultural artefact; a mirror to society. The debate on art’s commodification comes 
to the fore here (Lewis, 2012; Plattner, 1998). In this debate, art is seen as a cultural artefact, but 
becomes commodified in the art market and this leads to exclusiveness and power imbalances. 
In addition, the relevance of the debate on the effects of different strategies (governmental, 
commercial, independent) on contemporary art and the influence of the inflection of this 
phenomenon in time and space becomes clear. These are the debates I parse in this thesis and 
which have led to the formulation of the following main question: ‘In which ways is contemporary 
art in Yogyakarta a playground of tensions and paradoxes between local and global 
understandings of contemporary art?’ 
 The main question this research poses concerns the inflection of a cultural phenomenon, 
contemporary art, into people’s day-to-day lives in a community, Yogyakarta’s arts practitioners. 
As such it is an anthropological thesis. This anthropological question calls for data in which the 
viewpoints and behaviours of the people concerned with the cultural phenomenon, the topic of 
study, are observed. A methodology incorporating a qualitative approach of research suits this 
aim best as the thesis ask for the small stories with rich detail. In the next section, I will offer the 
subquestions to the main question and illuminate the build-up of this thesis. 
Subquestions and flow
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In the first empirical chapter, chapter 3, the subquestion is: ‘Through which circumstances is the 
diversity and alternative character of the contemporary art in Yogyakarta shaped?’ Chapter 4 
poses the subquestion: ‘How is contemporary art situated within Yogyakarta and its wider art 
world?’ Chapter 5 asks: ‘How does contemporary art localise in kolaborasi, while also being 
global oriented art?’ Central to chapter 6 then is the subquestion: ‘How do organisations and 
actors relate to the contemporary art network regarding governmental and commercial influence?’ 
Finally, chapter 7 asks: ‘How are changes in global contemporary art reflected in the exchange 
with contemporary art from and in Yogyakarta?’ These subquestions feature in the following build 
up of the thesis. 
 Chapter 1 is the theoretical framework in which I introduce relevant concepts and 
thoroughly and critically review the debates on the global predicament of contemporary art; 
building the argument, I also demonstrate the social and academic relevance throughout. 
Thereafter, in chapter 2, I clarify the methodology. Chapter 3 is the first empirical chapter, 
focussing on local factors and explanations, I investigate how global contemporary art is inflected 
in the local landscape and leads to an alternative character and diversity in contemporary art. 
Serving to initiate the reader further to the field, chapter 4 is orientational and descriptive of the art 
world in Yogyakarta, and contemporary art in particular, at present. In chapter 5 social activism, 
as an alternative to mainstream, commercial contemporary art in Yogyakarta, is examined in 
kolaborasi. Studying two cases, I show how this art is local and fits in with global contemporary 
art at the same time. Chapter 6 then focusses on contemporary art world actors’ and 
organisations’ attitudes, behaviour and beliefs when it comes to the contemporary art network in 
Yogyakarta in relation to the support from the government and art market influence. The final 
chapter, chapter 7, goes from the outside to the inside. Moving on to a global, international level, 
it enquires into how contemporary art from Yogyakarta is presented abroad and builds ties with 
the global contemporary art world. In more detail, the chapter deals with how contemporary art 
morphs, alters and absorbs criticism in the present and what this may connote for the future. In 
the conclusion I answer the main question in a discussion. The next sections offer a backdrop by 
contextualising Yogyakarta and Indonesia. 
Contextualising Yogyakarta
Yogyakarta often gets compared to other cities in Indonesia. At the first sight the slow pace of life 
and the low story architecture would indicate that Yogyakarta is more of a traditional city than an 
economic hub like the capital city Jakarta with its skyline of skyscrapers.  Yogyakarta is described 
as laid back and tolerant, not as focussed on the economy and the money making in the 
contemporary art world of Bandung and Jakarta, yet still modern and internationally minded with 
biennales and artists that work all over the world. Yogyakarta is described as less focussed on 
selling colour rich oil paintings and traditional sculptures to tourists like on Bali, yet the traditional 
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arts and tourists are present here too. The traditional sides to Yogyakarta are the silver smiths, 
batik and puppet theatre, which all attract the tourists visiting the Kraton, the sultanates’ palace. 
But for ‘pure’ tradition, and an arts academy focussing thus, you have to be in more ‘serene’ 
Surakarta, a short train ride away, I often hear said. Yogyakarta, it seems, has the best of both and 
’flirts’ with its image of modern and traditional. Being in Yogyakarta to do ethnographic fieldwork in 
the contemporary art world, it becomes clear when talking with research participants about the 
whys and hows of living and working in Yogyakarta; they chose to come here because they see it 
is a city that’s peaceful and laid back, yet rather progressive and ‘in the now’. The New York Times 
(2014) has caught up, ranking Yogyakarta number twenty on their list of fifty-two places to go in 
2014 and a popular pizza place sums this duality up with their slogan: “Nanamia, traditional pizza 
for modern people.” 
 In Yogyakarta, in its art district just South of the Kraton, tradition can be found. Ethnic 
memorabilia, trinkets and tattoo shops are located along the long dusty pavement-less roads. 
Advertising meets you every few yards for trips to the temple complexes Borobudur and 
Prambanan, aimed at the travellers staying in the many tourist accommodations. There are fresh 
juice bars for health foodists and restaurants proclaiming to serve authentic Indonesian and 
Western cuisine, MSG free (monosodium glutamate is a widely used flavour enhancer). This 
scene meets, perhaps rather clashes, with the activity of contemporary art, seni kontemporer, 
dotted around the area. It is a stark contrast, two worlds colliding, just like the local and global 
expression of contemporary art influence each other in an interplay in which tensions and 
paradoxes arise. This forms, from a local perspective, the object of this research, which seeks to 
gain insight into those local and global processes. Having described Yogyakarta’s context of 
research, I will now describe Indonesia’s art’s historical, economic, social and political climate. 
Contextualising Indonesia
Indonesia is the fourth largest nation worldwide, the world’s third largest democracy and the 
world’s largest Muslim nation (Heryanto, 2008; Luvaas, 2012). Under Suharto’s regime alternative, 
experimental art developed (Ingham, 2007, p.1), but it was not until later years that it 
internationalised further and further in the global art market. Travelling back in history, it starts with 
the rejection of colonial rule; as Indonesia started to resist occupation and longed for independent 
progression in the modern world, colonial art was dismissed (Supangkat, 2013, p.279-280; 
Vogelsang, 2011, p.98). Prior to Soekarno, the first president in 1945, Indonesia was a Dutch 
colony. The world’s largest archipelago has not always been one (albeit fragmented) nation–state; 
up until independence in 1945 it consisted of hundreds of ethnic groups and at present still does 
(Strassler, 2010, p.7). In Indonesia, modernity and the idea of the creation of a singular nation-
state met in the same moment (Strassler, 2010, p.13). In accordance with this Irina Vogelsang 
(2011, p.98) describes that under independent Indonesia’s president Soekarno, modern art 
 4 Introduction
served as an ideological instrument for creating a harmonious, united national identity for the 
citizens of the nation-state. Succeeding Soekarno, under the dictatorial and suppressive regime 
of Suharto’s Orde Baru (New Order government), art diminished to the decorative arts and the art 
world of Indonesia withdrew more from the international stage. In later years Suharto’s repression 
bred rebellion and an alternative art movement flourished as anti-political (Ingham, 2007, p.21). 
 Leaping forward, just before the turn of the millennium, the fall of Suharto was a pivotal 
moment. The country democratised and opened up more to foreign influences. As a result the 
cultural sectors saw accelerating development; Indonesia and its arts and popular culture sector 
have ever since undergone enormous changes largely due to this democratisation of the new 
political landscape (Schulte Nordholt, 2008). Ariel Heryanto (2008), Edwin Jurriëns and Jeroen de 
Kloet (2007), Barbara Hatley and Brett Hough (2015) and Brent Luvaas (2012) all describe 
transformations with respect to local and national arts and popular culture expressions and their 
interaction internationally. As they all demonstrate, the climate change in the culture sectors post-
Suharto cannot be adequately explained as a playground suddenly opening up for culture to 
blossom up until the present – there is more under the surface, which will unfold in the following 
chapters. So without further ado, on to the theoretical framework.  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1 | Theoretical Framework
In this chapter I systematically cover the theoretical debate of the thesis and critically review the 
literature. In doing so I will continue to demonstrate the social and academic relevance 
throughout. The concepts to form this theoretical framework are discerned in the main question: 
‘In which ways is contemporary art in Yogyakarta a playground of tensions and paradoxes 
between local and global understandings of contemporary art?’ The three major concepts are: 
‘contemporary art’, the ‘local’ and the ‘global’. The concept ‘contemporary art’ can be subdivided 
into the adjective ‘contemporary’, meaning the quality of contemporaneity, and ‘art’, as a cultural 
artefact and field of cultural production. The relationship between the ‘local’ and the ‘global’ is 
found in globalisation. The discussion of these concepts is central to this chapter and is reflected 
in the following sections. 
 In the first section I investigate what the phenomenon of contemporary art at its broadest 
entails in society. In the second section I part with problematisations of theory from the art 
literature and move on to discuss Pierre Bourdieu’s oft cited theory of cultural production, working 
towards more recent, related writings. In this way, a spectrum of dimensions to contemporary art’s 
manifestation is opened up which is wider than the art literature and definitions of contemporary 
art permit. In this way, the value given to it and the notions attached to it can be better 
investigated. In the third section I hone in on the body of thought of contemporary art in the 
cultural anthropological discipline. Here I look at how anthropologists approach art and add a 
situated perspective to the discussion. In the fourth and final section I describe and problematise 
contemporary art’s story of globalisation and read it from anthropology’s viewpoint (the viewpoint I 
have also used in the field to make sense of the global in the local, and the local inserted in the 
global). In this final section the concepts come together, wrapping up the argumentation line, this 
leads back to the thesis’ main question. 
1.1 | Art theory: Contemporaneity
In this section I seek an explanation of what contemporary art is according to the body of thought 
of art literature. I proceed to critically review theory on the definitions of the contemporary by 
viewing it in relation to contemporary art’s manifestation, its expression and status, in society. In 
this way I problematise the art’s theoretical view on the contemporary. Hand in hand with the main 
question, on the part of tensions and paradoxes, I will show where tensions may occur and 
emphasise a major tension in contemporary art’s existence. 
 On the development of art’s manifestation in society, Nikos Papastergiadis (2006, p.4) 
writes: “In the transition from cathedral, to gallery and then to the streets of everyday life, it is not 
only the place but also the authority of art that has undergone radical transformation.” Throughout 
history art’s position in Western society has shifted dramatically. Where art in medieval times was 
Chapter 1  6 Theoretical Framework
framed by religion, and the church dominated the artist’s commissions and the composition of the 
canon, in modern times it became the institutionalised art of gallery, museum and the elitist avant-
garde who decided what art was and which art was to be exhibited. Recent developments could 
be seen to be reflected, to give just one example, in the unprecedented canonisation of street art 
such as the controversial street artist Banksy from Bristol, England. This street art is often seen as 
contemporary art and, as such, speaks to new audiences in a new medium from a place outside 
of the hegemonic centre (albeit near London). Weibel (2013, pp.20-27) and Belting and 
Buddensieg (2013, pp.28-34) then, writing with an art theoretic perspective, discuss how in 
current times contemporary art is translated to broader audiences than before, art production is 
on the rise to diversify further and artists from far flung corners of the world have gained exposure 
and appreciation in the international art world in a development towards standing on equal 
footing. Approaching art of the present, ‘contemporary’ art, from this perspective, it appears to 
have gained a heterogeneous and democratic universal presence. This, with or without nuancing, 
is an overly idealised perspective rooted in globalisation, which I will debunk in the further 
theoretical framework and the empirical chapters to come. Firstly, in this section, this account 
begs for a closer look at what ‘the contemporary’ means in art theory. Because what exactly is 
contemporary about contemporary art? 
 Here I will discuss how contemporary art is intended and understood in art theory, which I 
will subsequently problematise. To explain the title of this section, contemporaneity means that 
which is contemporary; contemporary art, in other words, is art that has the attribute of 
contemporaneity, as Rogoff (2006 cited in Birken, 2013, p.299) states: 
““Contemporaneity” for us means that in the contemporary moment there is a certain number 
of shared issues and urgencies, a certain critical currency but perhaps most importantly a 
performative enablement […] “contemporaneity” means that there is a conjunction of 
problems, insights, methods and materials or practices, which meet momentarily and then fall 
away again.” 
For its subject matter contemporary art is expected to be self-reflective and to defy norms 
(Stallabrass, 2006, pp.1-19); it is supposed to be cutting and make the viewer itch with unease in 
its accuracy of eyeing (obscured) society. This is the ‘critical currency’ mentioned in Rogoff’s above 
quote. Performative enablement to this critical currency occurs in the meeting of problems, insights, 
methods and materials or practices which exist just in the moment in time, the present or 
contemporary moment. Peter Weibel (2013, p.12) suggests: 
“Any exhibition can, by virtue of its focus, function like a magnifying glass on the contemporary 
art world, as art itself is a magnifying glass on the contemporary world.” 
If one follows Weibel’s view, the art object fulfils the role of conceptual art which indeed pursues the 
role of critique and reflection on life worlds. For the quality of critiquing, Julian Stallabrass (2006, p.
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1-19) deliberates en pointe, contemporary art is assumed to be a realm of freedom, breaking free 
towards independence of mundane conventions, social structures and a system apart from 
capitalism. This perspective is much like that of an art historian, as Stallabrass (2006; 2004) shows 
throughout his work. As I just alluded to, and will treat in depth in the upcoming sections, 
anthropologists and sociologists would have a rather different view on the matter. The above 
perspective on contemporary art offers an outlook of a noble aim, but it appears to be in tension with 
contemporary art’s actual manifestation, or its ‘social life’, which the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai 
(2006) conceptualises. By this Appadurai (2006; 1986) means how a cultural phenomenon, 
embedded in its context, becomes politicised; through the different processes and relationships it 
finds itself in different notions become attached to it. I will explain this now. 
	 For all its freedom, diversity and equality, contemporary art can be complicated at the same 
time, vague and even, as Stallabrass (2006; 2004) calls it, bamboozling. Consequently it can become 
impenetrable for the viewer en route to, unintentionally, shooing and shying the wider public away – 
the public or audience which is supposed to participate by sharing in the urgency of the artwork and 
giving it their own meaning. With big campaigns, famous names and family days out, many museums 
do attract millions of visitors each year; in the shape of installations and public art, art also has taken 
to the streets and street art to the museum in a bid to win hearts (and money) (Bengtsen, 2015; 2014; 
Stallabrass, 2006, pp.10,17-18). In spite of this accessibility to ‘the zone of freedom’, there is still a 
certain difficulty to contemporary art which makes it, at the least to a certain degree, inaccessible. 
What is more, most people simply cannot afford to partake because of the price tag. 
	 This means contemporary art can become uninviting to the point of inaccessible not only by its 
bamboozling content, but for its pricy exclusivity. Clare McAndrew (2013) treats contemporary art as a 
unique market, a commodity and business; it is associated with rocketing, exorbitant prices 
influenced by potent, hegemonic, economic art centres such as Beijing, Hong Kong, New York and 
London. The market trade of contemporary art mostly deals with big canvasses, series of prints and 
highly displayable art which function as aesthetically joyful objects; the eye candy these paintings and 
sculptures may be, they often end up locked away in bunkers as tax-free investment. This has been 
featured and criticised popularly in many an article and documentary.  The neoliberal, uneven 1
distribution of wealth in which art functions as a means of investment and speculation, seems at first 
sight hypocritical, if not radically opposed, laid beside the scenario of the contemporary as a zone of 
freedom (in which the workings of society are reflected upon and set apart from the capitalist system, 
welcoming everyone and anyone’s participation (Stallabrass, 2004, p.1-19). 
	 It could be put forward against this view, that painting and sculpture can be contrasted with 
sociopolitical motivated art installations and performance art, which are not particularly suitable for 
sale and mostly become visible through (touring) exhibitions. Nonetheless, the commercial value of 
 See for example the artist Gerhard Richter voiced in The Guardian at: https://www.theguardian.com/1
artanddesign/2015/mar/06/amount-of-money-that-art-sells-for-is-shocking-says-painter-gerhard-richter
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performance art and art installations as a tool for safeguarding the attraction of visitors with their 
spectacle should neither be underestimated Stallabrass shows (2006, pp.16-18). 
 Looking at the above, there seems to be not just confusion as to what contemporary art is, 
but what it seems to be exists in tension… Critical currency, performative enablement, a 
magnifying glass and a zone of freedom, accessible or inaccessible, a day out being educated in 
the museum, advertising for brands, beauty in the eye of the beholder’s bunker, after all 
sociopolitically engaged or an exclusive, commercialised commodity for the cosmopolitan. All 
these at once and at the same time maybe? All these different aspects intersect, creating what 
seem to be dichotomies in contemporary art’s existence. Out of all these different aspects, or 
notions of contemporary art, there is one particular tension, which constitutes contemporary art’s 
conflicting values. The crux, which McAndrew (2013, pp.261,265) alludes to, is that contemporary 
art functions as a unique commodity. Stuart Plattner (1998) conceptualises this with the title of his 
article ‘A Most Ingenious Paradox’ in which he focusses on the fine art world in the United States. 
In line with the views offered in the above, he explains contemporary art is not a commodity of 
which the price is being driven up due to scarcity. He explains that contemporary art is supposed 
to exist by the merit of what it signifies and is valued by how it affects the viewer, but it functions 
similar to a luxury commodity valued for its monetary investment potential. Contemporary art is 
indeed praised by the critics for its role of critique and its ‘in the now’ insight of shared issues and 
urgencies. At the same time however, it is investment potential in an exclusionary market to the 
extreme – art gets locked in private collections where it does not even reach a public and, be it 
slowly or rapidly, loses its contemporaneity, its raison d’être. 
 In this section I have problematised the conceptualisation of ‘the contemporary’ according 
to art theory. I did this by merging the theory with contemporary art’s manifestation in society – by 
placing contemporary art in context with awareness of its ‘social life’ (Appadurai, 2006). In other 
words, art’s inflection in the daily life world. I have discussed different notions of the concept 
‘contemporary art’, showing it can function and be read in different ways in an array of contexts, 
which is how tensions and paradoxes arise. It has become clear that contemporary art is a 
multilayered concept and that context matters thereto. 
 The following section will use theory with an eye for the context of contemporary art; it will 
address the processes that shape a cultural artefact by using philosophical and media theory. 
1.2 | The field of cultural production
As seen in the previous section, the answer to what contemporary art is may well depend on 
whom this question is asked. The response may not always be a sociopolitical critical reflection 
like the theory of ‘the contemporary’ claims; different parties may carry different notions, 
consisting of diverging ideas and interests to art. This implies something else, that there are 
power balances at play in the composition of the art world: art does not circulate freely nor for 
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free; it does not circulate itself but it is being circulated due to the different interests carried to it. 
As Daniel Miller (1995, p.143) explains, production and consumption in the fields of culture are 
not arbitrary processes. On the contrary, culture is actively shaped and consumed. In Pierre 
Bourdieu’s (1993) theory of the field of cultural production, the position actors occupy in one such 
field is based on their habitus, lifestyle or taste and their social, cultural and financial capital. This 
implies class, education, style and taste, along with economic power, have a major impact on 
being a gatekeeper to contemporary art. Putting this together with Miller’s (1995) writings, it 
means these gatekeepers have a chance in deciding who consumes and shapes and how this 
happens, or, in other words, who decides what contemporary art is. Thus these factors influence 
the notions attributed to contemporary art in the production field and its manifestation.  
 When it comes to contemporary art and gatekeepers, it could initially be assumed that it is 
the wealthy and their art advisors who are followed by educated art journalists, who then translate 
these fortunate few’s trade behaviour to the general public and in this way create a platform for 
sought after art. There is however a nuance to this. Applying Bourdieu’s theory, Vogelsang (2011, 
p.92) writes that it is not about showing how rich one is, rather, it is a symbolic display of class 
and cultural taste. The wealthy traders of art overtly display their tastes by trading and collecting 
at art fairs, auctions and through their donations of art to (their own) foundations and the media 
publishes this. As such art finds a stage for the world to watch and the wealthy art traders and 
collectors become trendsetting. It is in this sense that they are gatekeepers. 
 This behaviour is copied by the petty bourgeoisie, Vogelsang (2011, p.92) describes, and 
this is called ‘pretension’ in Bourdieu’s (1982) terms; this lower middle class follows the wealthy 
upper class’ tastes and starts consuming art, passing it in turn further on to a wider public. To 
others then, who can only consume art by viewing it, perhaps buying the occasional piece, 
contemporary art is part of a lifestyle. It becomes consumed on the fringes of the art world, by 
visiting events and exhibitions depending on gatekeeper’s trendsetting whims and sharing these 
through word of mouth and social media. 
 Laura Grindstaff (2009, pp.213-219), writing on the dissemination of culture, observes that in 
the above processes a rising interdependence between cultural fields and other arenas of social 
life emerges. Media technology, to produce and share culture, plays a role here to the effect that 
the threshold of elite forms of culture lowers. Grindstaff (2009, pp.214-215) describes that cultural 
hierarchies are reworked. With this, cultural exclusiveness may vanish as it appears cultural 
producers reach a broader audience and the cultural expressions the audience consumes have 
diversified. Cultural expressions, as such, may be elite and at the same time a part of a popular 
lifestyle. For Grindstaff there is possibly more agency to all classes than in the analysis prior in this 
paragraph, where the upper class with massive disposable income are trendsetting and the 
middle class follows; as said, in the diversification of audience and consumption pattern she 
describes a reworking or disappearing of cultural hierarchy. This development is not that easily 
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demonstrated though and Grindstaff’s approach digs deeper as she herself asks for more 
thorough enquiry. 
 As seen in the context section of the introduction, Yogyakarta is a city which has, viewing its 
history, relatively recently democratised. With this, the fields of cultural production have opened 
up to more trade and consumption. A natural effect of this is that behaviour patterns, social class 
and hierarchies are shifted, a process Grindstaff talks about. Hence Yogyakarta being a rich field 
for enquiry. 
 It has become apparent that the environment of an artwork, the context it finds itself in, is of 
influence to its value and meaning, this can be approached with the theory panned out above. In 
this section I have taken the approach to the concept of contemporary art a step further by 
discussing theories of how artefacts can be read and become valued in the process of cultural 
production. It has become clear how cultural artefacts, contemporary art as such, can become 
esteemed based on the assets of the actors in the field. In the empirical chapters I will be able to 
show in more detail how social, political, economic and symbolic or cultural capital in Yogyakarta 
influence contemporary art’s status and pressing issues. Having made a start at appreciating the 
inflection of contemporary art as a cultural artefact in its context, it is now time to turn to 
anthropology’s contributions to the study of contemporary art in the next section. 
1.3 | Anthropology: A situated perspective
This research is built around an ethnographic fieldwork, to study contemporary art in one locality, 
or one art world. For this purpose, I have found Howard Saul Becker’s definition of and theory 
around the art world pertinent. Becker (Art Worlds, 1982, p.x), in the introduction, conceptualises 
art world (out of art worlds) as “the network of people whose cooperative activity, organised via 
their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produce(s) the kind of artworks that 
art world is noted for.” In this idea of an art world, the artwork comes to life through the 
collaboration of people. Together those people form the art world and as a result the art world 
may exist in the plural: groups of people working together on art exist in different times and 
places. This means the composition and nature of these art worlds vary. Groups of people 
collaborating also form between different places, which makes local art worlds connect globally. 
This in turn means the local and the global influence each other in those connections. Hence 
contemporary art worlds other than hegemonic centres such as London and New York must be 
studied in order to comprehend the multiplicity present. It fits in with anthropology’s view on the 
study of culture; anthropology looks to understand cultural artefacts as they are embedded in 
their context (or moved out off, into another). Clifford Geertz (1973) refers to this as ‘thick 
description’, the account of rich detail. 
 Traditionally, the anthropology of art has studied ethnographic artefacts of ‘others’ in 
faraway, small-scale cultures. Following this history, Alfred Gell’s (1998) posthumously published 
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‘Art and agency’ provides a more all-encompassing approach befitting social and cultural 
anthropology. Gell viewed art as action, as doing; therefore in his theory the agency of the artwork 
and the actors is indispensable. Around the same time, George Marcus and Fred Myers (1995) 
refreshingly approach the anthropology of art in ‘The traffic in culture: Refiguring art and 
anthropology’. They reflect on the anthropology of art as once having originated from a Western 
conception of art; they investigate the flows of art in the Western art world to understand the 
articulation of identity, difference and cultural value. Taking these anthropological works together, 
seminal as they are to the anthropology of art in contemporary times, Thomas Fillitz (2013, p.222) 
observes their commonalities: the use of ethnographic fieldwork as the form of research, implying 
a situated perspective, is what Gell, Marcus and Myers and traditional anthropological 
approaches share. 
 In my approach I concur with Fillitz (2013, pp.221,227) when he writes that the ‘situated 
gaze’ (Haraway, 1988) is valuable and informative for purposes of understanding global 
disjuncture, cultural differences and cosmopolitan imaginings of the self in the historically 
informed, present context of fieldwork research. To this end, I would like to offer the following 
contemplations: Like anthropology, contemporary art is about communication. Whereas in times 
before, as Edward Said (1978) criticises with the term ‘orientalism' and Gayatri Spivak (1994) took 
a step further in her essay ‘Can the subaltern speak?’, the subject of research often became 
‘othered’ and was seen as captured as a whole. James Clifford (1986) then, indicating a shift in 
the authority of the ethnographic account, stresses that ethnographies are written from a 
particular position, and therefore they cannot be whole truths, but are always partial. It has 
crystallised that we are researching ourselves, we are equal and merely researching in other 
contexts, times and spaces, to our own; we look at disjuncture and conjuncture of phenomena in 
a connected world and can as such only in part cover our subject matter as Appadurai (1996) 
describes. Informed by these perspectives, I will discuss in the next, fourth section how 
contemporary art’s conceptualisation, as found in the art discourse discussed in the first section, 
is associated with globalisation theory.  
 Before moving on, with regards to the field of art and globalisation and with an eye on 
recent anthropological work, Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright’s (2010) work is worth 
mentioning. They entertain a connection between contemporary art practice and current cultural 
anthropological enquiry into global flows of goods and ideas extending to the articulation of 
cultural differences (Schneider and Wright, 2010, pp.1-21). They vouch for building fruitful 
relations between cultural anthropological research and contemporary art practice by, for 
example, contemporary art learning from the richness of cultural anthropological methodology 
and cultural anthropology not shunning, but rather exploring the aesthetic side of the practice 
more. This debate contributes to a novel approach in the anthropology of art, which could prove 
interesting in the future. Upon this final note, I will now move on to the discussion of the local, the 
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global and contemporary art from an anthropological viewpoint. 
1.4 | An anthropological approach to globalisation
In postmodern times, since the fall of communism in 1989 in Europe and with China opening up to 
trade pacts, contemporary art has rapidly gained ground (Osborne, 2013, pp.15-37,167; 
Piotrowski, 2013). This development intersected with postmodern thought and accompanying 
world views were implemented in the body of thought of contemporary art (Belting and 
Buddensieg, 2013; Stallabrass, 2006, pp.1-10;119-135; Weibel, 2013). In addition to 
contemporary art’s description in the first section, contemporary art is seen as art which 
transcends borders and meets in the interspaces. Interpreted thus, contemporary art trumps the 
nation-state with its ideological limits and physical borders of the boundaries it inevitably draws. 
Boiling it down it can be said hybridity is somewhat important to contemporary art: the 
postmodern eye open to the small stories and rich detail, with the mixing of different elements into 
infinite variety. Contemporary art thus is set apart from modernist and conventional, capitalist 
organisational structures (Stallabrass, 2006, pp.1-2; Weibel, 2013). Fast forward to the present, 
contemporary art is supposed to connect people, cultures and, most importantly perhaps, ideas 
morphing into a universally understood language (Osborne, 2013, pp.167-168; Stallabrass, 2006, 
pp.1-19). Its heterogeneity, it is presumed, is on the increase and celebrated thus (Belting, 
Buddensieg and Weibel, 2013). 
 These ideas find their origin in and are seen to be boosted by the end of the Cold War in 
1989: this moment of upheaval was one of political, economic, social, cultural, physical and 
creative opening of borders and the break-up of boundaries in the new era has only intensified 
(Stallabrass, 2006, pp.1-19,119-135). Anthropology has critically examined globalisation for a 
long time, nuancing the process and its benevolence. Besides, even if in recent times 
globalisation has intensified, the extent of globalisation is at times vastly exaggerated; 
international relations (dubbed globalisation) existed well before 1989. As Anna Tsing (2005; 
2000) shows, globalisation is powerful, and has charisma, in that it makes it possible to 
understand, or imagine, other times and spaces synchronically. Peter Osborne (2013, p.26)  goes 
as far as to call the contemporary a fiction: “the fictive relational unity of the historical present.” 
Like the era before was imagined through the framework of modernisation, likewise globalisation 
is projected on this era. Just like with modernist ideologies and theory, it is necessary to take 
critical distance of stories of globalisation (Tsing, 2000, pp.89-91). Additionally, interconnection in 
a global era carefully needs not be glorified, as is the case for instance in Weibel’s (2013, p.24) 
writings in which globalisation is, ultimately, presented as an egalitarian project. There are 
downsides to it, as it is an uneven, wonky even, process. 
 Indonesia becomes labelled as one ‘new’ art world in and by titles of editions such as ‘The 
global contemporary and the rise of new art worlds’ (Belting, Buddensieg and Weibel, 2013). Yet 
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Indonesia’s, including Yogyakarta’s, art world has long been in touch with other art worlds. Going 
back into time, The Netherlands was a major art producer in the Golden Age and Chinese 
merchants and craftsmen in port cities functioned as art distributors in the Dutch East Indies 
Vogelsang (2011, p.97) explains. When tourism began to flourish at the end of the nineteenth 
century interest in landscape painting called ‘Mooi Indië' (‘Beautiful Indies’) grew in popularity. 
This art was also acquired by Japanese and Chinese elites, the possession of this art symbolised 
modernity. Thus a first Western art market was born in Indonesia. It shows collaboration and 
exchange in art has long transcended borders. Art worlds have for long been global. 
 First of all this means that art was already a hybrid phenomenon before 1989 because 
inevitably, the art that got to a new place would be influenced by other arts and local 
circumstance. Therefore contemporary art is not simply a product that was implemented after 
globalisation had come about in 1989 and took it new places. Tsing (2000), in her writings on the 
processes of globalisation, creates awareness of the fact that heretofore globalisation already 
existed, and, as can be added, heretofore art already existed. Contemporary art was just another 
type of art that landed and was absorbed into a formerly existing art world hitherto international in 
orientation. This may well mean that the ‘arrival and boom’ of contemporary art in ‘new’ art worlds 
never occurred except for possibly in the Western imagination. This testifies to a second point 
overlooked on contemporary art’s account and concerning the wonkiness of globalisation 
processes: because on whose terms is this history of a globalised contemporary art written? The 
story of a budding, postmodern era in which both universality and heterogeneity in the 
contemporary art triumph is not evenly written and distributed, but biased, and a paradox is 
encountered within. I will explain this now. 
 The term ‘new art worlds’ used throughout the tome ‘The global contemporary and the rise 
of new art worlds’ (Belting, Buddensieg and Weibel, 2013), contains a certain amount of bravado, 
no matter how nuanced globalisation processes are treated in some of the articles. The term 
neglects the long history of collaboration and exchange in art that was already, previous to 1989, 
international and hybrid; in calling it ‘new’ it ignores the prior existence of any local art world. Even 
if the statement would be ‘new contemporary art worlds’, it still endows the Western hegemonic 
contemporary art world with a sense of having invented and spread the contemporary art concept 
all across the globe until it could be seen as a universal language of all art worlds. This is in 
keeping with it being a Western-centric enterprise and a paradox: there is tension found here with 
contemporary art’s postmodern thought of the contemporary democratising the art world of 
‘modern’ through the voices of the diverse new art worlds, thus establishing heterogeneity. In this 
story, they are still voices originating from and complying for the sake of universality with a 
Western concept by Western art worlds. 
 Fairs, biennales, installation and public art in places around the world are seen as the 
means through which the phenomenon of contemporary art spreads and engages a wide 
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audience (Piotrowski, 2013; Stallabrass, 2006, pp.23-25; Weibel, 2013, pp.23-27). What is 
overlooked here, is that while those become seen as counter-hegemonic, they are in fact still 
based on the Western values in being neoliberal enterprises in which (affluent) cities compete for 
cultural and political power, power which is unequally distributed (Stallabrass, 2006, pp.16-26). In 
Vogelsang’s (2011) argumentation common agreement can be found with the influence of 
Western neoliberal market trade. She views the unregulated working of the global market of huge 
influence; she views the boom of 2007-2008 as having spilled over from the historically 
hegemonic, industrialised art centres via the economic potent art centre of China to Indonesia. 
 At the same time however, Vogelsang (2011, p.89) embeds Indonesia with its own specific 
characteristics in this process, showing that the local history and circumstance is of influence too, 
naming a local, secondary, market and having a tradition of buyers as aiding the recovery of the 
collapse. Jim Supangkat (2013, pp.280-281) then votes for enquiry into Indonesia’s specific 
history of art in order to be able to understand the local context. He also writes about it being 
necessary to look at the use of the word for ‘art’ its history and etymology, because how the term 
contemporary art is translated can provide insight into the specific conditions and characteristics 
of the contemporary art in the local context, which may well diverge from contemporary art’s 
theory and (popular) global discourse and its manifestation elsewhere. Supangkat thus shows 
contemporary art is hybrid and heterogenous, but most importantly, to the extent that it is a type of 
art of its own in the local context. Thus it actually is not the universal language as it would have 
originated from the West in 1989. With the paradoxes laid out above, the question is how 
contemporary art is conceptualised and manifested in Yogyakarta. 
 Concluding, all of this denotes it is vital to study contemporary art as embedded in its 
context. It has become clear how important it is to visit other places and to live like a local (with 
the locals). In that way, as a researcher, understanding can be gained of the connections and 
articulation of cultural difference between and within contemporary art and art worlds. It is what 
makes the ethnographic, situated study all the more valuable. 
 As the picture has been drawn, contemporary art is a global phenomenon in its ambition 
and coverage according to its discourse. The manifestations of this discourse, which can be 
described as the phenomenon in time and space or, in other words, the local realities of 
contemporary art, are not necessarily solely as portrayed by contemporary art’s discourse and even 
exist in tension. In other words, contemporary art is not two peas in a pod across the globe. After 
having treated the theoretical debate, in the following chapter, chapter 2, methodological 
considerations and the practicalities of carrying out the research will be treated.  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2 | Methodology
A purely qualitative research approach was used. The first section discusses the fieldwork period 
and demarcates the field and population. The second section offers insight into the practicalities 
of research by giving an overview and rationale of the methods and techniques. The third section 
discusses the data analysis. The fourth section discusses the ethics. 
2.1 | Qualitative research
Upon conducting a critical literature survey, worked out in the theoretical framework, data was 
gathered during a phase of ethnographic fieldwork. The ethnographic fieldwork has been 
designed for the researcher to immerse themselves in the field as to be able to view the problem 
of study through the eyes of the community.  
 The fieldwork location is Yogyakarta, Java, Indonesia where I conducted fieldwork between 
January and April 2014. It is a located research, focussing on the object of study from the 
perspective of one location, except for the final empirical chapter. As George Marcus (2015) 
suggests, ethnography has moved to the possibility of using a methodology of multi-sited 
fieldwork in which dichotomies, in and between the local and the global, are traversed. The 
ethnographies of these fieldworks are in and of the world system: as a product of the world 
system themselves, they have been in location and moved between locations like flows in the 
world system do and they describe it as such; they are outside of the world system as the world 
system itself becomes their object of study. In this thesis, it is the last chapter, chapter 7, which 
uses multi-sited data. This data however concerns artists and artworks from Yogyakarta who live 
and are active in Yogyakarta yet find themselves, ‘in the world system’ moving between places. 
This final chapter then is based on fieldwork I conducted in Singapore at the very end of March 
2014 and Glasgow, Scotland, in September 2015. Furthermore, I have continued to research the 
art world as an anthropologist. My experiences living in London, England and Sydney, Australia, 
as well as on one occasion a visit to Oslo, Norway, I have used to gain a more profound 
understanding of the processes at work, to which I, sometimes also to position myself with my 
background, will at times allude. 
 The research population consists of those working in the contemporary art of Yogyakarta, 
ranging from artists, to organisation’s directors, staff and volunteers, students and art aficionados. 
Importantly, like in Becker’s concept ‘art world’, explained in the theoretical framework, the 
borders of this research population are fluid. 
2.2 | Methods and techniques
Language
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Upon arrival I followed three weeks of language training at Gadjah Mada University in order to 
master Bahasa Indonesia to a certain extent, the official language of Indonesia and locally known 
and used. I did this in order to be able to read news and information and follow (social) media on 
contemporary art. Using the language aided immersion and helped me in building rapport. 
Speaking some Bahasa Indonesia could bring across my interest in the person opposite me, 
beside me or even on the back of a motor scooter (a much used transportation mode). The 
majority and all of the formal interviews were in English; it is more widely spoken throughout my 
core research population, or at least, far better spoken than my Bahasa Indonesia developed in a 
short window of time. My core research participants often said they liked practicing English with 
me, which made me feel I was no burden and could do something back, no matter how small.
Participant observation and observation
The method of participant observation is inestimable for understanding from within. In 
combination the two practices, participating and observing, aid gaining an experiential insight 
into the process (Bernard, pp.342-348). As part(icipant) of the field an emic perspective can be 
gained, whilst at the same time leaving room to withdraw and observe as researcher. In that 
sense, as a researcher you are in and out of your research community. Participant observation 
and observation were applied in taking part in discussion afternoons, the preparation and visiting 
of events, attending film screenings, hanging out at school or a studio, having a drink or kopi, 
coffee, together, going for a bite at a venue such as a gallery and restaurant where an event was 
held that particular time; it was even done by making friends on social media and following and 
communicating about what they shared online. Often I would just be the observer, looking at 
which people frequent the venue, how are they dressed, which language they speak, how these 
people looked at the art, how they chose their route through the exhibition, whether they were 
more interested in the band playing or the exhibition that was on and so on. 
Interviews
Qualitative methods I used during the fieldwork phase included intercept, unstructured, 
semistructured, group interviews and life histories. The most used method out of those were 
unstructured and semistructured interviews. Most interviews unfolded with an informality. I took 
notes instead of recording because the recorder, my iPhone, had a noticeable effect on 
interviewees in that they adopted a more formal posture and professional, industry tone which I 
wanted to cut through. Taking notes helped me to do so as the interviewees relaxed and spoke 
more honestly and openly, as well about themselves. I would repeat interviews with core research 
participants. I did one discussion group at the arts academy with the class members of a 
research participant and collected her life history later also. 
Questionnaires
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I disseminated self-completion questionnaires at the arts academy and university at a seminar on 
art. The questions were open ended and aimed to get an insight into the activities and viewpoints 
of students. The questionnaires were not quantitative in nature as sample sizes were not large 
enough to provide a robust data set, besides this was not the object. I used the answers to elicit 
themes to use for further interviews, participant observation and observation. 
Photography and visuals in interviews
I used digital photography to record moments of fieldwork bringing the data to life and used 
during data analysis. At times, I would not take pictures to focus fully on observing my 
surroundings. Photographs and images used in interviews can serve as stimulus to elicit reactions 
and responses. I first used this by showing my research participant the pictures of an exhibition I 
had visited by myself. They would then tell me in more detail and colour about the art and the 
event than if I had just described I had been to the event in question. Secondly, I also put together 
a slide show of artworks of diverse artists that regarded themes I was interested in or had not 
explored yet. I would go through the slide show with my research participant and they would tell 
me what the artwork did with them and which debates it reminded them of. In this process I found 
new topics and themes that I was hitherto unaware of. 
2.3 | Data analysis 
Data collected was organised, demarcated, grouped and themed during and immediately after 
fieldwork. I constantly looked for the emergence of themes and grouped them together to 
ascertain hidden, latent themes and any associations which answer to the subquestions and 
ultimately, the research question or, alternatively, could mean a change of research focus and 
question. Interviews were written up shortly after they were conducted whilst fresh in my mind and 
I organised the photographic material in folders with themes and dates. 
2.4 | Ethics 
At its broadest, to me, the commitment of anthropologists to their research ‘subjects’ begins with 
the notion of respecting all forms of life. In practice it means that anthropologists must be 
sensitive to, and cognitive of, the varying expectations, experiences and perspectives of people 
towards diverse situations during the entire research cycle and try to act in favour of everyone’s 
well-being. As is written in the AAA’s Statement on Ethics (2012, p.2) it is amongst the discipline’s 
aims to ‘disseminate anthropological knowledge and its use to solve human problems’. I wholly 
concur. In this research I did not encounter any ethical complications. However, where necessary 
I anonymised responses and withheld names. Foremost, I always respected people’s privacy and 
requested informed consent.  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3 | On ‘alternative’ and diversity
In this chapter I discuss the alternative, experimental character of contemporary art and its 
diversity in Yogyakarta and examine specific circumstantial conditions thereto. By alternative, the 
activity in contemporary art is meant which is opposed, or opposes itself, to being commercially 
focussed or driven by government structures. When reading alternative in this way, much of the 
contemporary art world in Yogyakarta is alternative due to the specific local and historical 
conditions which have led to an, for the major part, independently organised network. I will 
illuminate this in this chapter. 
 In the first section I offer several illustrations of happenings and organisations as a means 
of offering insight into the alternative side and the diversity of the art world. In the second section I 
dive into Yogyakarta’s specific circumstances, drawing a picture in words of the alternative 
attitude of many contemporary art world actors in Yogyakarta by using the illustration of the local 
dress style. In the third section I ruminate on the history of the development of alternative art and 
the localisation of contemporary art in Yogyakarta towards the present. In this final section I 
explicate how the specific circumstances rendered contemporary art an alternative and diverse 
practice with actors diverging in their vision on the future. 
3.1 | The character of contemporary art
Below illustrations of Yogyakarta’s alternative contemporary art world and its diversity are 
provided. I have done so as a means of exploring the landscape with the ulterior aim of showing a 
certain inclusiveness or embrace of diversity and ‘the alternative’, which is often a far cry from the 
clichéd bubbles and canapés of Western galleries, fairs, biennales and auctions.
It is Friday afternoon the 10th of January 2014 and I have visited the black beaches just outside of Yogyakarta 
on the South coast by bus with a university group. Someone proposes to go listen to some live music 
altogether. We arrive on a wide side street perpendicular to a busy street, in front of a big building is a stage, 
there where the pavement turns a corner, and chairs in rows around the stage. There’s a lot of people standing 
and chatting and an atmosphere of conviviality.  Kiki and the Klan are playing their rockabilly music, some people 
are dressed likewise, the men with perfect quiffs and fades. We are with locals, who know the area, and one of 
them asks whether we want to drink a beer, someone is going to get some. Going inside the building, people 
are playing a card game in the middle of the gallery. This Friday night is at Bentara Budaya and in the gallery, 
there are cartoons on the wall and a desk with a gallery attendant.
Later, further into the fieldwork phase, on Wednesday the 26th of February 2014, I am at Sangkring Art Space. A 
rock band playing Nirvana covers opens the exhibition ‘Storytelling’. It is a curated group exhibition by students 
of the arts academy, ISI, in which they conceptualise their own stories and backgrounds into artworks, for 
instance the work ‘Coach’, by Lukman Edi Santoso, which visualises the images of European football coaches. 
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There are some people who look like the quintessential hipster, big rimmed glasses, shiny leather shoes, cuffed 
skinny jeans, others carry tote bags with moustaches, wear Converse and have a tattoo (or several). I have also 
noticed that many youngsters, amongst which are students at the university, are into hipster activities and for 
example even chose to pursue research barista coffee and street art – trendy notions for the hipster and the 
international art world at the moment. There are also people in the typical ‘art scene costume’, having just 
hopped off the scooter bike with their backpacks still on (sometimes their rain jackets pulled over the 
backpack), washed out jeans, often in graphite tones and rubber flip-flops on. 
Quite regularly I visit ViaVia, a traveller’s café and restaurant. On the 3rd of March 2014 they organise an 
evening for drag queens, of which a community exists in Yogyakarta, to create awareness and tolerance. ViaVia 
supports fledgling artists and has as such helped up-and-coming talent over the years. Some people do not take 
ViaVia seriously, expressing themselves to me with a derisive stance along similar lines as this quote: “Oh ViaVia, 
it is not really an art gallery.” Curator Rennie Emonk takes ViaVia’s role seriously though, she views ViaVia as 
filling a gap in the support of artists in Yogyakarta’s landscape. Sitting down with her for a conversation in the 
afternoon of the 5th of March 2014, she tells me: “So the art hangs on the walls where people have food and 
drinks. It is a lesson, the artists learn to know limits to what is possible in a space, there will always be limits to 
what you can do and how you can make an exhibition. You always have to negotiate.” It shows that there are 
different conceptions of what a ‘contemporary’ art gallery should offer or come across like.
A while earlier on a Friday, the 31st of January 2014, I visit SURVIVE!garage, another alternative art space 
featured on the map. With Bayu Widodo, the owner, I speak about contemporary art, the art he makes is 
politically aware. To illustrate, as a gesture of thanking him for his time, I buy a set of postcards and a t-shirt he 
has printed. It has a drawing of the Statue of Liberty holding a rifle on it and an alternative drawing of the 
Statue which is reminiscent of the wayang kulit (shadow puppet) theatre. The t-shirt states: “Bringing you liberty 
whether you like it or not!” Bayu’s vision is not to be involved with big galleries, to him contemporary is being 
active here and now. Just before I leave, after some hesitation of a couple of moments of silence as one vagrant, 
who I see walking around habitually, comes in, he says “we also function as sort of a neighbourhood place, you 
know, where people who are not good, or have some problem are welcome.”
Why is a place like SURVIVE! on the contemporary art map if it does not necessarily engage with 
the contemporary art galleries? Why is ViaVia on it if some people do not think of it as a true 
contemporary gallery? Because the mission of the map publisher, Kedai Kebun, is to include the 
activity that deals with the contemporary read as local, present issues in art. Furthermore, it is 
their mission to make the contemporary art accessible to a wider public, Yustina Neni of Kedai 
Kebun Forum explains to me in an interview on the 12th of February 2014. It is a different view on 
the contemporary, an alternative view to the mainstream global discourse of the contemporary 
that I have prepared my research proposal on and which mainly deals with art in the gallery 
space, art auctioning and institutionalised art of Western art centres. 
 My initial thoughts, after observing all of the above, were that Yogyakarta is reminiscent of 
East-London. At points, it comes across like East-London’s Hackney: where tattooed men with 
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their groomed beards step sockless in their brogues, where women wear oversized denim shirts 
and their hair slept on, where barista coffee is drunk and vinyl records sold, where galleries are 
workshops functioning as shared exhibition spaces instead of management and trade points; 
Hackney is where on every first Thursday of the month people are toured around art galleries and 
(after the visits or during) drink cocktails and craft beers as if they are mini clubbing. Jakarta must 
be like Mayfair and Chelsea in London, where Charles Saatchi and Larry Gogosian, heavy 
weights in the art management and gallery world, have their businesses, I pondered. Here in 
Yogyakarta, it seems everyone and everything in the contemporary art intermingles. Those 
thoughts are reminiscent of Grindstaff (2009) who writes about a reworking of hierarchies. But I 
halt there, because frankly those thoughts and conclusion are fairly early on made. 
 First of all I will, and need to, embed the diversity and ‘alternative contemporary’ in the 
local. This is because those recordings of an alternative contemporary art world and its diversity, 
from the ‘long hair don’t care’ flip-flop outfits and the hipster looks, to the politically motivated art 
in a socially supportive environment at SURVIVE! and the practical educational vision of ViaVia to 
give talent a chance where there is little arts infrastructure, they may well have other roots, causes 
and explanations in the present local circumstance. In other words, reading the hipster 
phenomenon as a global phenomenon which spread to Yogyakarta, then coming to view 
contemporary art as a melting pot of fields of cultural production by reading the alternative 
experimental diversity I encounter as Grindstaff’s (2009) proposal of the hierarchies between high, 
institutionalised, formal contemporary art and low, popular arts being reworked, is as of yet too 
assumptive. Before being able to understand the diversity here or consider the reworking of 
hierarchies in chapters to come, I will first look into the specific history and development of 
contemporary art in Yogyakarta, to understand the present as recorded during fieldwork. 
3.2 | The contemporary art uniform
In this section I discuss the history of contemporary art’s own, specific circumstances in space 
and time up until the present in Indonesia and specifically in Yogyakarta. I will use a case, the 
dress style of many people in the contemporary art world compared to other industries, to 
illustrate the notion of ‘alternative’ that contemporary art carried and carries on. 
 As described in the context section of the introduction, an alternative movement of 
contemporary art came about during the Suharto era, which span over three decades. The 
movement was highly socially and politically motivated as commentary on the regime and its 
decorative arts Susan Ingham (2007, pp.1-6) describes. The artwork was a vehicle of meaning, its 
meaning lingering on in the shade amongst insiders. Research participants tell me and generally 
agree, “meaning had to be masked”, there needed to be “lighter, more happy interpretations” 
deluding the regime. The art as such connected like-minded people and offered relief; 
contemporary art while enduring Suharto’s regime, was “a means of opposition” (Ingham, 2007, 
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p.5), a tool of resistance. 
An illustration of this rebellion and anti-conformist, alternative attitude paired with a flouncy 
and lighthearted cover cannot just be found embodied in the art of that time period; it can to this 
day be found in the dress of actors in the contemporary art world, characterised by rubber flip-
flops and an overall casualness. Talking dress and social identity means speaking of cultural 
capital. Fred Davis (1992, p.16) observes dress is often presumed to be a personal choice, yet in 
truth, following him, reflects deeper social and cultural movement and goes further than social 
class or status. Social identity to Davis (1992, p.16) “points to the configuration of attributes and 
attitudes persons seek to and actually do communicate about themselves (obviously, the two are 
not always the same).” With this view I will analyse the dress of the art world, standing in 
opposition to the normative uniform and formal dress in Indonesian society. 
 Prior to the empirical chapters it was described that Indonesia has not always been one 
(albeit fragmented) nation–state. To create unity, art was used under Soekarno to create national 
unity. Similarly, Karen Strassler (2010) writes about how photography, as emblem of modernity, 
created national cohesion and she mentions the uniform in this context too. In the same vein, the 
uniform features as a uniting element of the nation-state in Henk Schulte Nordholt's (1997, p.321) 
work. Uniforms were implemented on a wide range of occasions and the influence of the uniform 
is noticeable to this day. One research participant tells me that there is still a fondness of finding a 
coherent dress code when an outing is organised, “like you get t-shirts for everyone in the same 
colour and get them printed.” I was warned about dress codes too. The thought of showing up in 
casual clothing at university, work or when meeting someone for an appointment, especially in 
rubber flip-flops, was expressed with consternation. Those instances in which this was discussed 
were not even few and far between for me as researcher, though as a foreigner, it would be fine 
and accepted were I to mistake rubber flip-flops for sartorial courtesy. To gain further 
understanding, I asked and observed whether it made a difference if the flip-flops were 
Havaianas, a fashionable brand, and a pair worth over thirty euros. Alas, it did not make anyone 
bat an eyelid since “a rubber flip-flop stays a rubber flip-flop.” 
 The initiation to my particular field of research then was in contrast with this whole story; 
having heard about the stereotypical artist, male, drinking beer and smoking, I wondered what to 
expect. Indeed, in the contemporary art world, jogging bottoms, washed out t-shirts (with holes) 
and rubber flip-flops were exposed everywhere. Not just at workshops and in people’s private 
sphere, also at official exhibition openings and events such as scheduled, public debates with 
speakers. Drawing a comparison, Valerie Steele (1991), fashion historian writing on dress 
amongst academia, explains that even when professors claim they don’t think about what they 
wear, they do buy clothes and have certain beliefs about how to look. The message is that even 
though it appears wise for professors to fit in by not even daring to risk being labelled 
‘fashionable’, there is still a certain dress code, a certain fashion style which is recognised, 
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circumscribed and adapted by most in academia. I then come to view contemporary art’s rubber 
flip-flop outfit as a recalcitrant stance towards political authority and society in general, an anti-
uniform inasmuch that it still constitutes a uniform. No matter how flouncy and oversized 
compared to the tidy uniform and neat work dress of the cultural memory of Indonesia, it still is a 
uniform. Read with Steele’s perspective in mind, the anti-uniform of actors in Yogyakarta’s 
contemporary art world is also a fashion, it may be a rebellious anti-uniform, it nonetheless still is 
an agreed upon and self-imposed dress code in that sense constituting a self-chosen uniform. 
 This illustration goes further than just the artwork itself as it looks at the context of 
contemporary art; it demonstrates how broad the ways are in which rebellion and an anti-
conformist stance can be communicated, it also shows how this stance, originated for reasons of 
being in tension with authority, adds to becoming an alternative to the norm. As such, this section 
has given an example of the heritage of the alternative, counter approach in contemporary art 
during and after the New Order as expressed through dress style up until this day. It becomes 
clear contemporary art was exactly that, an instrument to counter the conditioning of both the arts 
and the population by the regime (Ingham, 2007). This also means contemporary art’s position, or 
its ‘social life’, differed from what contemporary art resembled and was assembled of in so to say 
free, Western art centres. As such it was also an alternative. I will explain this in the next section. 
3.3 | Diversity beyond the contemporary
In this section I analyse the circumstances that contribute to the current, diverse status of 
Yogyakarta’s contemporary art. I argue key to its diversity is the origins of being an alternative to 
the local regime and Western hegemonic art concept, leading to an informal, grassroots structure. 
 As discussed in the previous section, contemporary art had a political motive, it was a tool 
of resistance and united people who otherwise did not have a voice. This reflection of 
contemporary art’s localisation is vouched for in a quote by Jim Allen Abel (Jimbo), a longer 
established international exhibiting contemporary art photographer and co-founder of the 
collaborative Ruang MES 56. In an interview over breakfast, on the 13th of September 2015, on 
behalf of this development and about working with the younger generation, he says: 
“We had a, how do you say it, common enemy, we had a shared something to be against. Now, I’m not sure… 
the younger generation know what they’re doing. They don’t have direction, they don’t remember that time, 
really, it’s gone.”
What also shines through in Jim’s quote, is that the urgency of contemporary art that was felt 
when Suharto was in power, fell away (Pemad, 2013; Vickers, 2013). Unlike Western countries, the 
art world was not anticipated and formalised as a system apart like Stallabrass (2006, pp.1-19) 
describes contemporary art to be viewed. In the ‘West’, thinking of countries with international art 
centres such as Amsterdam, London and New York, an infrastructure was built for the arts and 
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contemporary art became institutionalised like Tony Bennett (1995) addresses. However, in 
Yogyakarta, contemporary art was a resistance tool and described as offering a serious critique at 
the same time as lightening the mood; in this sense it could be seen as a coping mechanism. 
Being an opposition tool, contemporary art was moreover a self-regulated, unstructured field; 
there were no institutionalised preconceived ideas of contemporary art like in the West that limited 
experiment, crossover and, or, juxtaposition with other ‘low’ fields of cultural production and 
consumer culture, neither were there when democracy came about and art needed to find its 
identity again. 
 In fact, Ingham (2007, pp.63-67) sees one art movement in particular as influential to the 
defining of alternative contemporary art in the decades to come. This movement is part of the 
broader alternative movement, founded in 1975, it is called Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru (New Art 
Movement, GSRB). In GSRB, an awareness of and a complaint were made explicit to both the 
New Order’s shunning of Western influence and restricting art to the decorative arts to create an 
own, Indonesian national identity. This use of decorative art to create a national identity did not 
reflect daily life and the goings in reality. At the same time as being opposed to the regime, GSRB 
demonstrated a critical stance towards the hegemony and ‘high’ universalist contemporary art of 
the West and (its) global art market, seen as colonial and failing to even acquiesce the local. The 
GSRB artists were influenced by mass culture in flux and as such used images and materials from 
sources other than fine art, including, but not limited to, advertising, film and comics. Ingham 
(2007, p.65) writes: 
“As a result the distinctions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art, Western fine art and mass culture, traditional 
arts and craft or Kriya and the work of village artisans has became blurred and blended in the work 
of contemporary Indonesian artists since GSRB.” (sic) 
Thus Ingham (2007, pp.63-67) sees this alternative art movement as a conceptual and stylistic 
beginning of the diverse climate and influential to the unorthodox crossover of contemporary 
visual and fine arts with other cultural fields, a precursor for the present, sketched above. 
 In its functioning as alternative, connecting, covert resistance then, contemporary art 
gained a self-regulated, informal structure in which there were no (unspoken) guidelines dictating 
its conceptualisation and manifestation under Suharto. Upon democratisation, contemporary art 
evolved like a field of cultural production into a diverse landscape with different voices and ideas 
of contemporary art’s future; not afraid to be a good pastime or fun, like research participants 
describe the alternative art under Suharto provided gravity and a lightened mood while searching 
for purpose and urgency. It is a diversity beyond the contemporary; it is contemporary art not just 
as an introduced global Western phenomenon, or conceptualised as the global discourse 
imagines it, but it is contemporary art that reflects the circumstance in the local time and space 
while in touch with the global; art that reflects the local searching for an identity and in the 
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process reimagines itself. In the following chapter then, I will describe the status quo of the art 
world of Yogyakarta and contemporary art’s place in it, before moving on to specific tendencies, 
tensions and the reimagining of contemporary art. 
 Concluding, in this chapter I described that contemporary art was a political tool for 
critiquing under Suharto’s government, with which it stood in tension. I described the 
contemporary art world as an alternative to the establishment, a grassroots field of cultural 
production. I argued that being alternative, in being independent both as political opposition and 
a self-regulated field, have left a trail and this is traceable to this day. First of all, I argued this in 
taking dress as an illustration of art’s social life and a way of communicating contemporary art’s 
anti-establishment stance. Thus it is also shown that contemporary art has meaning reaching 
further than the artwork. Second of all, I argued this by enquiring into the alternative art which led 
to a less restricted experimenting, when democratisation came about ensuring continued diversity 
in contemporary art, as seen in crossovers with popular culture in the first section and reflected in 
the query to redefine and reimagine itself (also addressed in chapter 5). 
 The current state of the visual art landscape was examined in this chapter, with 
observations and views of research participants, understanding was gained on the history and 
current development of contemporary art in Yogyakarta. There are widely and wildly diverging 
ideas of what contemporary art is supposed to be and which direction should be taken. Now the 
contemporary art of Yogyakarta deserves to be explored and placed in the fieldwork context more 
profoundly. Therefore the next chapter, chapter 4, will do so.  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44 | Mapping contemporary art
In this chapter I describe contemporary art’s situation in the art network of Yogyakarta. In the first 
section I paint a picture in words of the field and the geographic and demographic build-up of the 
contemporary art network. In the second section I portray how research participants distinguish 
contemporary art from other arts and in doing so I elucidate the conceptualisation of 
contemporary art in the field. This chapter mentions a contemporary art map; in the field, in 
January 2014, I came across this map which is published by Kedai Kebun Forum, a gallery and 
restaurant. The map was a gateway to art hubs through which I got to know many gatekeepers to 
the field. It proved a useful instrument, but I viewed it by no means conclusive to the exploration 
of the field. Even though Kedai Kebun’s objective is to be as inclusive as possible, all maps are 
by default selective and it is important to think independently as a researcher. The map gives the 
reader an idea of the contemporary art landscape and is attached to the thesis in the appendix.  
4.1 | Contemporary art’s network
Yogyakarta builds forth on its reputation of a cultural centre to this day, through Institut Seni 
Indonesia (ISI), the famous art academy, and by further attracting people who reinforce this 
reputation (I myself, a researcher in the arts, being one of them). Yogyakarta’s historical and 
traditional art centre is near the central train station, this is also the tourist centre. It is where 
Yogyakarta’s cultural heritage is found amongst which is the Kraton, the sultanate’s palace. 
Alongside the art of silver smiths, on Jalan Malioboro (Malioboro Street) with its Western style 
shopping centre and endless rows of souvenir shops, batik can be found; batik is the local, 
traditional art of dying and patterning apparel colourfully. The district for traveller’s 
accommodation and contemporary art also came to occupy the same geographical area South of 
the railway and station. I wonder if there is any reason for this and what it means for the art. Hence 
I decide to contact the makers of the contemporary art map and arrange to meet up with Danang 
Catur (DC) on a Sunday, the 2nd of March 2014. 
Sitting down with DC I remark how many more art galleries appear to have gathered around this area 
compared to elsewhere. Borrowing my pen and paper, DC starts drawing me a clean map. He tells me that the 
South is where the rent is lower and living is cheaper, therefore artists trying to make a living settle there. This is 
what I have heard before at the university and what other people in the arts say. It is also the response I receive 
whence doing informal neighbourhood interviews in shops and cafés. In addition, people looking for housing tell 
me the South has a more attractive rate. DC puts central, historical Yogyakarta, the area around the train 
station, on the map. Entrepreneurs looking to expand their business also turned South in their search for 
affordable space to cater for tourists. DC locates ISI, the art academy, on the map. The art academy is also in 
the South, somewhat further out of town, which is also reason for the art actors to congregate Southernly.
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4It is a common effect for low cost, city centre areas to attracts artists, who often live off a small 
budget, until the area sparks wider interest and regeneration commences. Regeneration is 
routinely combined with contemporary art, including public art, covering what is actually city 
branding and resulting in ‘gentrification’, the social cleansing of an area and therefore often 
watched critically for its purpose and effect (Bolton, 2013; Evans, 2005; Foster, 2016; Lees and 
Melhuish, 2015). Comparing it to other areas, ones maybe more familiar to the reader, an area that 
springs to mind is Shoreditch in London. When the area becomes more expensive, (alternative, 
independent and community minded) artists are pushed out and the artistic activity spreads: like 
to the whole of East-London, or it moves to untrodden areas. This process correlates with the 
development of galleries and institutes in Yogyakarta. One of the first contemporary art galleries 
to establish themselves, Cemeti Art House, is in the heart of what is the tourist accommodation 
area (though it has moved during its existence). Ruang MES 56, a more recent community based 
initiative, a collective and space, for contemporary art photography, lies just a zone further out. 
SURVIVE!garage, an even more recent, alternative contemporary art space is located even 
further out, at the fringes and nearly in the surrounding fields. Then there are more recent, 
wealthier galleries, more often operating as management and hailing from Jakarta. They focus not 
just on producing work and building a collection, but often function as a middle person by signing 
artists and trading and auctioning artwork. They are built centrally, like Ark Galerie, but also more 
at the edge of the area, or even in another village within the ring where there is space for their 
large scale, architectural designs. Sangkring Art Space is one of them, as well as Heri Pemad Art 
Management being a more commercially orientated example of local origin. 
 Whereas in the before mentioned Western areas the development is more often than not a 
planned joint regeneration effort between government and private sector, per example for the 
Olympic Games in 2012 in London (Department for Culture, Media and Sport United Kingdom, 
2010), in Yogyakarta the development is not initiated and pursued by the government. In fact, the 
government, I learned throughout the research, is still relatively aloof when it comes to supporting 
any infrastructure at all, as Vickers (2013) also mentions. This means Yogyakarta’s art network is 
for the majority grassroots and independently organised and often actors organise their own 
marketing, of which the art map is a case en pointe. At the same time, it means that the art market 
has been able to reign relatively freely since Indonesia has developed its cultural sectors after 
democratisation, resulting in commercialisation (Vickers, 2013) and awareness of an area’s 
potential, seen in commercial galleries moving in. 
 What does this climate mean for the conceptualisation of contemporary art? How does 
contemporary visual art relate to the wider art network of Yogyakarta, as well as forge, form and 
shape a place of its own within this network? After having gained insight into the geographic and 
demographic dimensions of the field, in the following section the different arts of Yogyakarta are 
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4described building towards a clear picture of what makes contemporary art distinguishable. 
4.2 | Contemporary art conceptualised
What makes art ‘contemporary art’ to actors in this network? Asking myself this question, the 
answers appear to be infinitely variable, yet boiling it down, the following three answers are 
significant. On a Monday, early on during the fieldwork in Yogyakarta, on the 27th of January 
2014, I am in conversation with Melisa Angela from the Indonesian Visual Art Archive (IVAA). 
About their selection processes for artworks, she says: “What makes traditional art different is that 
it lacks the idea, it is like a craft.” In this quote, Melisa sees traditional arts as the mastering of one 
medium, which she calls a craft; following her, for the purpose of distinguishing it from 
contemporary art in which often several media are used to bring an idea to fruition. In this sense, 
to Melisa, traditional art is more about crafting an end product whereas contemporary art is about 
facilitating ideas. She offers the example of puppet theatre which can be categorised as different 
from contemporary art amongst the traditional arts like silver smith’s and batik. The puppets in 
traditional wayang (puppet) theatre are made according to guidelines of the craft and the stories 
are told over and over again. However, adapting the style to present, pressing, issues, 
Papermoon Puppet Theatre, who design puppets in a contemporary style and touch upon 
contemporary matters, can be selected by IVAA. Descriptions of contemporary art from research 
participants focus on the conceptual nature of contemporary art, which is about “blurring 
boundaries between materials, maker and viewer”, the art “needs to have a message”, it is of 
importance to “communicate and surprise” or it must be “a conversation starter” and “at the least 
‘engaged’”. This means, first of all, that the global discourse, the art theory concept of what ‘the 
contemporary’ is surfaces. It becomes evident there needs to be a motivation, an urgency, to the 
making of the artwork (Rogoff, 2006, cited in Birken, 2013, p.299) Contemporary art, like the 
global discourse has it, is not limited to one medium. Rather, it could be said, by combining 
several media, multi-media, to convey one concept or idea, it is made into a medium in itself. 
 Secondly, at the same time that contemporary art’s articulation fits in with the global 
discourse, research participants speak of a disappointment in the current climate and speak for 
contemporary art as being a medium for transferring content, idealism and occasionally even 
activism to an audience. Muhammad Abe, an art history and cultural anthropology student, 
speaks of the Yogyakarta contemporary art in relation to the story of a rebellious prince, 
Diponegoro, in the Java War. Indonesia has a history of rebellion and the vibe of Yogyakarta’s 
contemporary art world, to him, owes to that. It is furthermore important to Abe to allow 
contemporary art space to see it as embedded locally, no matter contemporary art may be an 
originally Western and currently global phenomenon. An anecdote from Abe, on Friday the 24th of 
January 2014, explains this:  
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4“Have you seen the building Cemeti is in? It is a contemporary art gallery, and international, but they are in a 
traditional Javanese house and fit in with the neighbourhood.”
At the same time, inside, the Cemeti building is a white contemporary art space. Abe explains to 
me that it matters that art is not fully focussed externally and globally, but respects and engages 
with the local environment. It is only logical and there is no reason to him why it should or shall not 
do so. The comparison goes further, in comparing Cemeti gallery to more recently established, 
huge, rectangular designs of galleries from Jakarta, Abe’s observation also breathes an 
awareness speaking against the commodification of contemporary art in the market, reflecting the 
paradox also discussed by Plattner (1998). 
 I hear talk of commercially focussed galleries coming to Yogyakarta, attracting talent, in 
the process having a profound metamorphosis effect on contemporary art. I hear talk as well of 
artists and curators who become successful and leave for Jakarta. It is more difficult to get 
information on these topics, I notice. In interviews people will express they are not fond of those 
newbie galleries, but, logically, they are topics met with a certain sensitivity when it comes to 
speaking outwardly negative about people or incidents. What is shared mainly and what I have 
observed myself is that Yogyakarta is a city where art is often made with sociopolitical reasoning 
at its basis and this means much installation and performance art is created if comparing it to 
Jakarta, where the big auction houses such as Christie’s and Sotheby’s are. Regretfully to many, 
nowadays this type of art is also bought and sold for example by potent Korean collectors. 
 A third notion I encounter is having fun, mixing different fields of culture and seeing 
contemporary art as a time for socialising leisurely. When the conversation gets more serious 
about the art, research participants tend to make it lighter saying things like: “but for activism, 
there must be fun too” and: “the message should not be too out there, it needs to stay fun”. It is 
something I have observed. Coffee shops and restaurants host gallery spaces; at Asmara Art and 
Coffee Shop the band The Doors is the topic of an exhibition; cartoons are drawn on the white 
walls of the gallery IAM for an exhibition of a residency programme; an indie band opens an 
exhibition elsewhere; a German film club of the Goethe Institut screens the documentary ‘Neukölln 
Unlimited’ about the obstacles immigrants face in the one gallery, Kedai Kebun Forum, and the 
pornography laws  are hotly debated in another space, KUNCI Cultural Studies Center. It echoes 2
Grindstaff’s (2009) theory on the cultural hierarchies shifting at present and the field of cultural 
production becoming more egalitarian, it is as well a mental note of her encouragement to 
conduct research on the issue. 
 This fun, the engagement and the low cost living in the South has led to an opinion on 
artists, which is by artists likely to be seen as a prejudice: that being a full time artist means 
 The anti-pornography and porno-action bill, passed in 2008, made being engaged with pornography and 2
porno-action (a contested term, indecent behaviour) illegal. The results are far reaching, just one example is that 
Nonna Olive Nella, one of my research participants, told me a consequence for art education was that models 
at drawing classes were banned. Read more at: http://www.insideindonesia.org/hot-debates-2
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4drinking beer, smoking cigarettes and generally being lazy all day, and night, long. Meanwhile 
many artists feel they work hard for that which they stand for and believe in, seeing Yogyakarta as 
a place still offering them an opportunity. In this climate where the rent is lower and artist activity 
has sprawled “you can be a full time artist and focus on art, you don’t need to do another job on 
the side”, DC says. 
In the first section the sprawling nature of the art network, chiefly in the South of 
Yogyakarta, was observed as a diverse contemporary art world with various players, such as long 
established galleries like Cemeti, alternative galleries like Survive!, collectives such as MES 56 
and newer, more commercially focussed galleries like Ark. The attitudes and opinions on 
contemporary art as being engaged, activist and fun all at once, and distinguishable from other 
arts in carrying out an idea, were described in the second section. Taking the sections together, it 
was demonstrated that there is a local twist to the global conceptualisation of contemporary art. 
This local manifestation is intertwined with global processes and this will be enquired into further 
in the chapters to come. The recordings in this chapter endorse Supangkat’s (2013) views even 
more for the remaining research, favouring to embed contemporary art as a phenomenon in its 
local, historical and current context as he does. To do so means to be able to understand 
contemporary art’s conceptualisation and manifestation in time and space. This may well diverge 
from global connotations and understandings while, as the chapter showed, it may also show 
overlap, as contemporary art in Yogyakarta must be seen in exchange and interchange with the 
global at the same time. In the next chapter I look into a movement in contemporary art in 
Yogyakarta, through which, I argue, the contemporary is reimagined. 
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5 | On localisation: Kolaborasi
In this chapter I investigate how contemporary art as a global phenomenon morphs into its own, 
local version in the context, the time and space, it finds itself in. Vice versa, I study how a local 
movement of art expression fits in with global contemporary art. I do this by analysing social 
activism encountered in two cases, the work of a contemporary art organisation, KUNCI Cultural 
Studies Center, and the presentation and discussion of the work of one artist, Su Tomesen, at the 
Indonesian Visual Art Archive (IVAA). I argue that while the contemporary art movement under 
discussion does not follow suit of contemporary art’s global discourse and is a local alternative to 
it, it is at the same time globally embedded in the contemporary art discourse. 
5.1 | KUNCI and kolaborasi
On a back street of the art district, in a residential area, a playful dog meets me at the gate to a 
big, dusty front yard of a spacious colonial house. This is KUNCI Cultural Studies Center, set up in 
1999 this collective aims to cross boundaries between theory and practice in arts and culture 
while critically enquiring into present societal issues. They hold debates on, for example, the 
pornography law and undertake explorative projects. An illustration is an intervention (an 
interrogation of an artwork) performance during an exhibition at Cemeti gallery. In this seventeen 
hour intervention, between the 20th to the 21st of February 2014, Syafiatudina (Dina) one of the 
KUNCI members, is present as a debate point for visitors to question the meaning of 
contemporary art spaces in a horizontal, participatory way. Events like these aid me in gaining 
insight into the goings of contemporary art in Yogyakarta. Due to the all-embracing and inquisitive 
approach, KUNCI is a place I find myself visiting often. Even English and Bahasa Indonesia blend 
in their debates and events, making it an accessible place for me at the same time as a place 
where I can immerse myself further in the local way of expressing and developing contemporary 
art. This transpires in the cases I will discuss below. 
 With Dina I spoke during the fieldwork on a regular basis. On the 29th of January 2014 she 
told me about the projects she works on as she was preparing for a conference called ‘Spectres 
of Evaluation - Rethinking: Art/Community/Value’ from 6 to 7 February 2014 in Melbourne, 
Australia, where she and her colleague Ferdiansyah Thajib (Ferdi) are travelling down to. 
It is Wednesday, sitting in the kitchen with a mug of water in front of me, I talk with Dina. She tells me about the 
art market turbulence, the art boom of 2007-2008, the bubble breaking in a collapse of the art market, and the 
effect it has had up until the present practice in Yogyakarta. While putting some paperwork into her Fjällräven 
Kånken rucksack, Wok walks in. Wok the Rock is an alias for Wito Wibowo and another member of KUNCI in 
addition to being an artist and founder of music net label Yes No Wave Music.
 “Contemporary art,” he says upon hearing what our conversation is about, “in Yogyakarta, is boring.” Dina and I 
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are quiet, this is our first meeting and I am not sure what is coming next. “Hey you have the same backpacks”, 
he goes on, “…hipster”, he says to Dina, while pointing at my Fjällräven Kånken too.
The difference between the rucksacks being that mine is in a state compared to Dina’s colourful, 
shiny sample – I have had it for over five years, bought it for what I then though it was, a classic 
school bag, and had not yet realised it had in the meantime become a global hipster badge, let 
alone given it conscious thought that I would find someone with one in Yogyakarta. I recorded 
seeing many people with them and when it was explicitly pointed out, it gave me as much of a 
heightened awareness of my positioning as researcher, as of the conversation Dina and I were 
engaged in.  
 Like the rucksacks, originally Swedish, travelling the globe influencing (youth) culture in 
distant places, the art market with its multiple worldwide centres has similarly had a profound 
influence on the local goings-on (Vogelsang, 2011). Both are emblems of creativity, taste, class 
and cosmopolitanism in an increasingly globalising world, with the former belonging to hipster 
culture and the latter, the art market, reflecting contemporary art’s status. Listening to Dina and 
Wok, the art market bubble preceding the art market’s collapse has been influenced by other 
more potent art centres such as China’s and Singapore’s. Vogelsang (2011) writes about the art 
market boom in Indonesia as the spilling over of hegemonic Asian art centres. Besides art being 
an investment, a luxury commodity, a way of laundering money and a passion, the market grew at 
an unattainable pace due to internationalisation, growth and diversification of the market and 
unnaturally due to art speculation coming about (Vogelsang, 2011, p.93).This resulted in a burst: 
the collapse. At once seen as a blessing because Yogyakarta has been able to put itself on the 
map during the art market boom, it is also seen as a curse by research participants. Wok calls 
contemporary art boring when the production becomes for profit and dependent on other 
countries. To him it means that contemporary art, and the motivation to make it, is hollowed out. 
Research participants do find that the art market throws a spanner in the works of contemporary 
art. Admitting that she also finds the market is of influence, Dina is nonetheless unperturbed by 
Wok’s comment about contemporary art being boring, she focusses straight away on the present 
contemporary art production and that which she says is motivating in it to her. 
 She starts telling me more about what KUNCI and she herself is busy with. In Melbourne 
she is going to present a talk on Jatiwangi Art Factory (JaF). Located in the rural countryside of 
Jatisura in Java, it is a community art enterprise. The aim is to make art together with the local 
population and in agreement with them. Their perspective diverges from producing art and 
making it known to an audience as wide as possible to then exhibit and, or, trade it. They make art 
with the audience, in conjunction with their present concerns and dreams, I learn from Dina. As 
they themselves write on their website (2016), they “do research using a collaborative 
engagement of contemporary art that connecting each other” (sic). It is art about “reciprocity”, as 
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Dina says and about “kolaborasi”, the Bahasa Indonesian word for collaboration. It is the local use 
of the term collaboration that is striking indeed. “Kolaborasi” she says, “I believe it has become a 
more used term after the bubble.” Looking at the word collaboration and its translation ‘kolaborasi’ 
it can be read in different ways. In the following I will explain three different notions of the concept, 
working towards the significance of the concept for Dina, KUNCI and the broader context of 
Yogyakarta. 
 Firstly, taking in the contemporary art discourse, ‘kolaborasi’, or ‘collaboration’, indicates 
the use of several media to realise an idea into an artwork. It is a trait of contemporary art to be 
almost always per definition multi-media and made possible through collaboration, because the 
artist is often not capable of performing and carrying out all the different arts and crafts involved 
in making the artwork. Thus the artist becomes director and producer of the artwork. If the artist is 
capable of using the various media that are involved to realise the idea of the artwork, then it still 
is those media working together or collaborating in the final artwork. In this sense collaboration is 
a practical method facilitating the coming into being of a contemporary artwork. 
 Secondly, collaboration is a method of survival. Reading the notion this way, artists form 
collaboratives to relieve financial strain, for example, when they have another job it helps them to 
be able to afford a workshop or run a gallery space. Jim Allen Abel (Jimbo), of the contemporary 
photography gallery Ruang MES 56, of which he is a co-founder, speaking with me on the 13th of 
September 2015,  says: 
“We wrote an application to the government every year, because even if you’re successful, it is useful. After over 
eight years, and another year of not getting anything, I realised I didn’t want it. This is us, I’m not going to change 
to receive subsidy from the government. We would get it, if we would be different, how they want art to be. It 
would mean changing what our work stands for.”
Jim speaks about the gallery, which is founded as a collaborative to be able to hold out, but 
another sentiment shines through. The working way of a collaborating collective has another 
objective apart from making their work viable, Jim explains to me it is also to inspire each other 
and to do things in communication in a way they believe in. They applied for subsidies in the hope 
that having more disposable money could make more art happen, but when it comes to it, they do 
not want to change anything, earnest as Jim explains he is about working the way they do: 
grassroots, focussed on photography as contemporary art and as a collaborative. Looking at it 
this way, thirdly, kolaborasi, as a trademark of community-based art, has the impact of being an 
ethos. This ethos is in contrast with and can be seen as a reaction to, firstly, a lack of government 
support and secondly, an overly commercialised landscape as Wok and Dina described. As 
such, it can be seen as a move to find an alternative mode of contemporary art practice. In the 
following section I will discuss this in depth. 
5.2 | Kolaborasi as ethos
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The kolaborasi KUNCI and Dina speak of, I propose, contains a certain ethos. In the following I 
will pan this out with a theory Richard Florida (2012) has familiarised. This theory is on the idea 
economy, essentially it is a view on the workings of current global society. Florida argues that the 
economy no longer rests on the owners of the means of production, but on the creative thinkers. 
More simply put, it is the people with ideas and the flexible entrepreneurs who will have a chance 
at being affluent. Following this theory, it is no wonder that capitalism and contemporary art have 
approached each other nearer and nearer in the past decades to the point of being attached at 
the hip. Nation-states and cities try to outbid each other with (except for for instance sports 
competitions) biennales and other art events to cleanse and regenerate (lower class) urban areas 
and attract capital in a bid to grow their economy and entire potential (Stallabrass, 2006, pp.
19-26). This is the paradox of contemporary art revisited. Standing for ‘critical currency’ (Rogoff, 
2006, cited in Birken, 2013, p.299) and a zone of freedom, it actually is also the supplement to the 
dominant system we live in as Stallabrass (2006, pp.1-5) suggests.
Florida’s work and Stallabrass’ commentary can be recognised in the example of a 
collaboration Dina has worked on between KUNCI and Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, the ’Made 
in Commons’ exhibition. The inspiration or concept of this exhibition is the commons. ‘The 
commons’ refers to the shared ownership and authorship and the exhibition discusses the 
importance to authorship and ownership of ideas, as Florida (2012) describes as happening in 
creativity becoming an investment or property. The implication is the commercialisation of 
contemporary art and it thus is no longer a zone apart, but the supplement (Stallabrass, 2006, 
pp1-5). In a reaction to this, the commons ideally is “shared access and distribution of resources 
as an alternative to the mainstream market paradigm” and as said by Dina’s colleague Ferdi 
(Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam, 2014) the exhibition “sheds light on art as a collaborative 
or shared practice.” In this way the locally used Bahasa Indonesian word for collaboration, 
kolaborasi, is what the commons stands for. Recently, KUNCI has been working on another 
collaborative project, called the ‘Politics of Sharing – On Collective Wisdom’ from the 14th of April 
to the 10th of July 2016, between Germany, New Zealand and Indonesia about global divisions 
and space and with emissions called ‘Radio KUNCI’. 
In Yogyakarta, some research participants find commercialisation of contemporary artwork 
goes too far: the contemporary art market is so entangled with the contemporary art to them, that 
it is smothering contemporary art to the point of the art becoming “boring” as Wok opines, which 
Pemad (2012) and Vickers (2013) describe as losing its political edge. At the same time, research 
participants seem not disheartened and deal with the tensions and paradoxes that 
commercialisation, in their experience, brings to the contemporary art field by redefining and 
reimagining contemporary art. I argue then that kolaborasi contains a certain ethos and can be 
viewed as an attempt of research participants to go back to the basic formulation of 
contemporary art as ‘critical currency’ and a ‘zone of freedom’, liberated from commercial 
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objectives.  
 There is a tension between global contemporary art and the local social activist sentiment 
described here. Against the view of kolaborasi being an ethos to contemporary art, it could be 
said that kolaborasi simply embodies a local social activist sentiment and that it, community-
based as it is, becomes community art, as such separated from the ‘contemporary’. Being 
attentive to this reluctance, it is noteworthy that there have been more local movements in the 
global art world which, while international in scope, try to (re)define art and in the process criticise 
it self-reflectively. The social activism of this chapter, found in kolaborasi, I propose, can be seen 
in the same light: a locally embedded movement, international in touch and as such, it can be 
encountered in ‘the global’. A to this day relevant illustration of one such other movement then, 
which I encountered in an exhibition during a visit to Nasjonal Museet in 2015 in Oslo, Norway, is 
arte povera. Arte povera is described as a movement which originated in Italy “furnished by the 
political protest movements of the late 60s – student revolts and civil rights efforts, and a general 
opposition to consumerism and the increasing commercialisation of the art world” (Nasjonal 
Museet, 2015) to which some contemporary art practice at present turns. Arte Povera is seen as a 
gesture against intensifying commodification of conceptual art and it can be said that arte povera 
artists experimented to find a, or a better, conceptual framework for the art practice. In arte 
povera, the originality of the artwork became emphasised in ways and methods to oppose art that 
offers the possibility of reproduction of its idea or lacks an idea at all (Nasjonal Museet, 2015). 
Artists were driven to preserve art from commerciality and thus focussed on the process and 
specific context, as well as working with performance, happenings and installations. As such they 
aimed to bring audience and artist closer through the articulation and sharing of the idea, in an 
ephemeral artwork so as to evade the opportunity of commodification. 
 I argue then that instead of kolaborasi indicating moving outside of ‘the contemporary’ and 
becoming something else, it is, like arte povera was to its time and place mentioned above, to 
Yogyakarta an idiosyncratic localisation of the contemporary art phenomenon. In this localisation 
a reimagining of contemporary art finds place, namely kolaborasi expresses the ethos of the 
importance of sharing the idea to the artwork for an art practice in a democratic, equal way. Much 
like arte povera experimented to find a conceptual framework, I argue in the next section that 
kolaborasi, in addition to signifying an ethos, is also a notion through which a conceptual 
framework for contemporary art can be found in an era in which contemporary art is lost at sea 
and, as Hal Foster (2009, p.3) writes and Peter Osborne’s thinking (2013) concurs, “seems to float 
free of historical determination, conceptual definition and critical judgment.” 
  
5.3 | Contemporary art and research
Ever since Barthes (1967) and Foucault (1969) have written on the death of the author, the 
contributory participation of the audience and its shared ownership of the artwork, have become 
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paramount to the global discourse on the contemporary. This indicates, on the one hand, a 
certain democracy and the zone of freedom which contemporary art stands for, as described in 
the theoretical framework. However, there are the tensions and paradoxes that (re)surface. 
Because on the other hand, contemporary art has been elevated to the ranks of the rich and the 
white walls of the museum, private authorship and ownership of ideas is what is seen as 
sanctifying in the global ‘idea economy’; the connection between artist and audience is lost in this 
commercialisation process as, for instance, shown in the BBC documentary ‘The Contemporary 
Art Bubble’ (Lewis, 2012). Hal Foster (2009) and Peter Osborne (2013) write about how there is a 
discrepancy between what contemporary art in theory stands for, and the lack of a framework in 
which the manifestation of contemporary art becomes evaluated. In this section I will show how 
the word kolaborasi in the local context of Yogyakarta supports the finding of a new framework 
with which to evaluate contemporary art; it does this first of all by stripping contemporary art of its 
neoliberal, capitalist perspective and second of all by pursuing methods to safeguard an 
egalitarian ethos in contemporary art. I will employ the illustration of Su Tomesen’s work which she 
presented in the late afternoon of the 13th of March during fieldwork in Yogyakarta at the 
Indonesian Visual Art Archive and that I attended. The presentation was followed by an open, 
plenary discussion. 
 Su Tomesen is a Dutch artist, working mainly in Amsterdam and Yogyakarta where she 
lives with her husband and daughter. At IVAA, on this afternoon in mid-March, her work is 
presented before the discussion. Su tells the audience about doing residency programmes 
worldwide and soaking up the location she resides in, in support of the project she is working on. 
She works solo, but visits and engages with communities to make her videos. Furthermore, she 
sees herself as a cross-cultural ambassador. Her work is described as comprising of 
documentary videos, photographs, installations and as well, interventions. Interventions, 
mentioned earlier, start a dialogue which questions the status quo. Often a piece of performance 
art, the intervention enquires into the (validity) of the meaning of another artwork or exhibition in a 
dialogue. In this way interventions reinforce contemporary art’s characteristic of being ‘critical 
currency’, but being an amply used term in Yogyakarta and the global contemporary art world, 
‘intervention’, boiling it down, does not always mean more than simply having a dialogue, bringing 
the dialogue back to an equal level, or asking what something means (such as in the example of 
Dina in the above). It can also do the opposite, by naming it an ‘intervention’, which sounds quite 
sophisticated and brings in the cultural capital, it can further complicate and mystify what the 
debate, the idea carried out by the artworks, actually in the first place is about. Viewed in this 
light, the concept ‘intervention’ distracts from the opportunity of simply having the discussion from 
human to human, or makes it seem that it is only for art insiders intended and not possible to 
communicate with meaning in common ways. This is also the tension that rolls out in Su’s 
presentation. While the presentation discusses her artistic interventions, marking her capacity of 
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critical thinking and creating a dialogue, she meanwhile, in the debate that follows the 
presentation, appears unsure of how to deal with certain questions. Though this could be the 
mood she is in, or generally simply coincidence, still, those questions are not supposed to be too 
complicated for an artist making it her work to carry out interventions, which should be, after all, a 
sign of debate and critical thinking. The presentation and debate will now be further described. 
 Returning first to the presentation, the work Su discusses in depth at IVAA is made in 
Yogyakarta and called ‘Jalan’ which has a many meanings and more translated as to walk, street, 
way, gate, course, to go and to work. Jalan is a work in progress, as this is written, her work is 
scheduled to be screened during ‘Urban infrastructures and informal sovereignty: Understanding 
21st century politics’ at University Gadjah Mada. The research team behind this anthropological 
seminar states on their website (Urban Infrastructures, 2016) as their topic: 
“Urban struggles over transportation infrastructures are shaping how city residents experience 
differential citizenship and how various groups gain power and stake claim to their rights in the city. 
Our research focuses on modes of transportation in Indonesian cities and the increasingly complex 
networks of political authority involved in building, controlling, and maintaining these infrastructures.” 
Many issues of city life and public space are observed in the urban movement of the protagonists 
of Su’s video material and from these issues many questions can be raised. As such it becomes 
clear from the description of the seminar that Jalan is apt as an artwork to be screened there. 
On this afternoon in March Su gives a presentation followed by a discussion. She explains to the audience, who 
sit on the steps around her and includes me, that the word Jalan has many meanings. These are reflected in the 
film and summed up on her website (2016) as: “street, work, walk, method, means, behavior.” All these meanings 
fit with the street sellers in the film Jalan. While showing the video material, Su explains she finds it amazing 
how the street sellers go about their day. She finds an ingenuity in how these people move around the public 
space, how they go to work, build their stall, set out their terrace, every single chair and table, day in day out the 
routine at the same time as the improvisation to sell their foods and wares.
In the discussion after the film a member of the audience who sits near me on the stairs asks her : “Do you 
think about being there with a camera and the influence?” Su answers: “How do you mean?” “How do you think 
about your own presence, being foreign, looking different and influence of this on the work?” is responded. Su 
says: “I haven’t thought about it much in that way.”
Su’s answer initially surprised me, because as an anthropologist, I am trained to be aware of the 
inevitable possibility of influencing your environment and research participants. Therefore it is 
important to position yourself in the research you conduct and to acknowledge the research 
reflects by default a situated perspective (Haraway, 1988). The methodology as such is of crucial 
importance to being an anthropologist as it safeguards the research’s reliability and validity. What 
is more, there is a postmodern, egalitarian note to research: the recognition that the people who 
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are the subject of the research, are not subjected to your gaze as an anthropologist, but that they 
are participants, collaborating with you. 
 Similar deliberations to my own form the discussion, which I observe rolling out amongst 
the audience at IVAA following Su’s presentation. The audience itself takes the question of the 
audience member further and people start speaking about ethics and methodology as well as 
methods and techniques in making documentary art such as Su’s. In doing so they politicise 
making documentary art in a community as a person notably from elsewhere, in this case as a 
Western woman. It becomes clear that they see the subjects of the work as participants in the 
artwork and they talk about academic, social sciences’ methodology. This fits neatly with 
Schneider and Wright’s (2010) proposal for contemporary art and cultural anthropology to borrow 
off each other. This audience discussion has the same content as something Dina, speaking her 
mind, shared with me. When Dina spoke of JaF’s kolaborasi, she spoke of JaF working together 
and “researching” with the people in the village who at the same time provide, or are, the subjects 
of the artwork. In this way, they form together with the artist also the audience. The ethos of 
kolaborasi in the illustrations of the presentation and discussion of Su’s work and Dina’s 
comments, is about carrying out and communicating the idea between artist, subject and 
audience in a participatory way, democratic and equal. It is in this way that the discussion of 
research and methodology provides a conceptual framework to contemporary art, by employing 
research and methodological issues, kolaborasi can be safeguarded. Several more research 
participants, amongst which both Dina and Danang Catur, from chapter 4, brought the subject to 
the table of the comparison between social sciences and contemporary art. Social sciences, 
likewise to contemporary art, to them, serve to describe and observe without giving static, 
objective explanations. “In a way”, Dina told me, “artists are researchers” and she moved on 
going as far as to say that anthropology’s methodology was useful to contemporary art. 
 Concluding, kolaborasi resembles the sharing and collaboration of ideas, theory and 
practice. As such, I argued, it is attempted to preserve contemporary artworks from 
commodifying, instead focussing on the idea artworks carry out, with the idea indicating the 
‘shared urgencies with performative enablement’ from the first section of the theoretical 
framework. Thus kolaborasi undoes the paradox: it attempts to elope from the loop of being 
commodified in the market place and focusses on establishing an egalitarian ethos. In this way, I 
argued, contemporary art becomes reimagined through kolaborasi; it is a move which responds 
to the given circumstances, consisting of a local lack of government support and a globally 
influenced art boom resulting in research participant’s experiencing struggles and tensions in the 
commercialised landscape in Yogyakarta. In this way I have illustrated how contemporary art in 
Yogyakarta for Dina, Kunci and in the discussion of Su Tomesen’s work at IVAA, localises. 
 Meanwhile I have shown that kolaborasi does not exist in isolation, it is international in 
reach, resonating with the global contemporary art world. This was first of all shown in kolaborasi 
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being comparable to other art movements that can be encountered in the global, contemporary 
art world. Namely, I used the example of kolaborasi being much like arte povera, which sets itself 
a comparable goal in a different time and place as a locality in the global. In how the local notion 
of kolaborasi is developed in touch with other times and spaces, internationally in the global 
contemporary art world, was also shown in the exhibition ‘Made in Commons’, a collaboration with 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, The Netherlands on the sharing of ideas and knowledge across 
the world. Kolaborasi also resonates internationally when taking into account that research 
participants develop ideas on the collaboration between contemporary art and academic 
disciplines and anthropology, an idea, that Schneider and Wright (2010) show, is part of the 
global contemporary art world. This chapter discussed a local, alternative movement of 
contemporary art, in which social activism was recognised, and followed the description of 
Yogyakarta as a diverse contemporary art landscape in chapter 3 and 4. It became clear that 
research participants reflect critically on the manifestation of contemporary art in the past and 
continue to be preoccupied with this up until the present, showing also an awareness of the 
government and market’s influence. Central to the next chapter then, chapter 6, are the 
organisation and infrastructure of contemporary art. 
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6 | Government and global market: United in difference
In previous chapters, it was mentioned in passing that contemporary art world actors are critical 
towards both the organisation of the contemporary art network and the market’s and government’s 
influence on it, with the latter being relatively aloof when it comes to providing a structure for 
contemporary art. Yet there is some support available. As a way of offering insight from different 
viewpoints, the first section of this chapter therefore enquires into three organisations which do 
receive some of the little government funding available. I give an overview and discuss the 
(commercial) mission statements and activities of three well regarded organisations which receive 
some form of funding and see the merit of a government structure providing this support. The 
second section investigates what the critical stance of contemporary art world actors precisely 
entails, discussing individual research participants’ attitudes towards the government concerning 
the arts, as well as commercial strategies. The third section discusses the notion of 
cosmopolitanism in contemporary art of Yogyakarta, in doings so further understanding is gained 
of the workings of the global market. Importantly to clarify, this chapter does not look at 
government policies, nor uses data from government officials. It is investigated what 
contemporary art world organisations and actors say, do and believe in relation to their 
government and the overarching market and both their influence on the contemporary art network 
and organisation. 
6.1 | Art organisations and funding
Ingham (2007, p.72) describes that what little arts infrastructure there exists in Indonesia appears 
to offer the same services as Western arts infrastructures, because it is patterned on it, or 
influenced by it. She goes on to describe that if Indonesia’s art world were to be put against the 
backdrop of an ideal Western template, there would be superficial similarities but “closer 
examination indicates the absence of any workable public institutions supporting a contemporary 
art culture or the development of a modern art historical consciousness” (Ingham, 2007, p.72). 
Since democratisation, after the period of Reformasi in 1998 upon Suharto’s fall, the government 
has changed its outlook on building an art infrastructure, but after years of bureaucracy and 
neglect, this structure has not changed overnight. Contemporary visual arts’ initiatives are 
habitually made possible with private sponsorship and assistance from NGOs and international 
institutions (Ingham, 2007, p.70). In the course of research and writing more recently, Vickers 
(2013) describes that in Indonesia, the government (as of yet) has no state grant scheme or 
national collection around which art history is framed. The implication is that private sponsorship 
and patronage are necessary, but contemporary art is thus not made available to the general 
public unless a collector opens their doors to their ‘private museums’ as research participants 
say. What is more, these two vacuums, as Vickers (2013) calls the lack of a state grant scheme 
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and national collection, have contributed to the commercialisation of art where artists roughly 
have the choice to either scratch a living together making sociopolitically motivated art, 
installation or performance work, or making work that sells more easily such as big canvasses. In 
this section then I will look at three well established organisations that do receive, or have 
received in the past, some of the little government funding available. In doing so I investigate 
what their outlook on the contemporary art network and infrastructure is. These organisations are 
all independent and rely on multiple sources of income to carry out their varying aims to establish 
and develop the contemporary art in Yogyakarta. While the organisations show overlap, they do 
have varying perspectives on contemporary art and its development. The previously mentioned 
Indonesian Visual Art Archive (IVAA) preserves contemporary art and makes it available for 
research, debate and general educational purposes; the Yayasan Biennale Yogyakarta (YBY) is 
an art event attracting global attention and establishes international connections; by the same 
token as the biennale, the third organisation is the art fair Art Jog, albeit having a more 
commercial aim. 
 Indonesian Visual Art Archive 
On an alleyway I pass a front yard with a passion fruit tree. I’ve almost reached a house with bird cages hanging 
above the road when I realise I missed my destination. The building is modern yet modest, as such fitting in with 
the houses in its vicinity. Walking through the large open doors bookstands line a wide open space on the 
ground level with stairs to the mezzanine first floor. There’s a large table with chairs in the middle and steps 
down to the deeper lying open space, on which I regularly sit with the audience, watching and interacting in 
events. This is the Indonesian Visual Art Archive, where I speak with Farah Wardani, director and board member, 
on the 4th of February 2014. Farah tells me about the efforts to convince the government of IVAA’s purpose. 
She explains to me that the infrastructure of contemporary art in Yogyakarta grows organically because there is 
not much input or direction from the government, meaning the contemporary art actors have to fill the void 
themselves.
IVAA’s main objective is not to archive the contemporary art of Indonesia exhaustively to reflect 
reality impeccably, Farah explains to me. She makes clear she is aware that there are limitations 
to archiving. Indeed, in the act of archiving lies the peril of rewriting history according to own 
vision, archiving is a direct way of reproducing material from reality, but reproduction equates the 
unfeasibility of presenting reality as Ernst van Alphen’s (2004) and Kate Palmer Albers’ (2011) 
work describes. Rather than being an authority of knowledge, IVAA wants to make information 
accessible. Farah explains they attempt to record and archive as much contemporary art activity 
as possible, while admitting selectiveness is imminent and unavoidable since it is a human task, 
to endorse room for individual interpretation and debate. Thus they want to be a go-to source for 
education, debate and research and attract newcomers to grow and develop the contemporary 
art network of Yogyakarta and Indonesia. The building in which IVAA is housed, described above, 
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facilitates those objectives; the focus on room for interaction and the sharing of knowledge, rather 
than the enterprise of an objective archive, are recognised in kolaborasi as well. 
 Over the years IVAA has been funded by diverse, international sponsorships and receives 
subsidy and as an independent foundation they work hard to survive every year. In their 
application for subsidies they attempt to clarify to the government that, even though they are not a 
gold mine nor a cash cow, they are a treasure trove for educational and research purposes, in 
which they fill a gap as a body offering their kind of service. So while at IVAA it is understood that 
it is not a simple task to convince the government of their purpose, as they are almost purely an 
educational institute and less global in appeal, the following foundation, though a foundation, has 
more of a foot in the threshold of the global market. This is due to being a biennale, a biennial 
contemporary art festival. 
 Yayasan Biennale Yogyakarta
The biennale foundation, Yayasan Biennale Yogyakarta (YBY) who organises Jogja Biennale, has 
a similar objective to IVAA, it is in part funded by the regional government besides sponsorships. 
I visit Yustina Neni on the 12th of February 2014 at Taman Budaya, a government run gallery where the 
biennale foundation’s office is. Neni is the biennale’s and Kedai Kebun Forum’s director as well as board member 
of IVAA. She takes two chairs out of a cramped office where people are working and puts them outside on a 
piece of grass, half opposite, half beside each other. Talking about the upcoming biennale’s theme and their 
general mission, she explains that the focus is not on working as international as possible or having broad, global 
themes so as to become part of the cartography of global cities likening other well established biennales. She 
explains their attempt is to focus on the content. “We want to connect with other countries who have similar 
issues to us”, she says, “issues that we share and can learn from each other, like Monsanto’s influence on our 
food production here and farming issues. That’s why we chose to work with other equator countries.”
What Neni’s quote refers to is the surge of biennales around the globe which Stallabrass (2006, p.
20) writes about. Biennales attract the creative class and fit in with the global, creative economy 
(Florida, 2012) as discussed previously. Though they may not view themselves this way, biennales 
cater art to a cosmopolitan public (Stallabrass, pp.19-49); with local issues being translated into 
global concerns of this public they function as a transnational broker for a city to map, or rank, 
itself in the global market. This is also illustrated by the chosen themes and names for biennales, 
Stallabrass (2006, p.20) describes it is typical that they can incorporate about anything and 
therefore become bereaved of meaning. A concrete example is the 2016 Sydney Biennale which 
is called ‘The future is already here – it’s just not evenly distributed’. This biennale is held at seven 
venues which are ‘Embassies of thought’ forming “places as transient homes for constellations of 
thought”. They have broad, vague names such as ‘Embassy of the real’, ‘Embassy of spirits’, 
‘Embassy of disappearance’, ‘Embassy of non-participation’, ‘Embassy of translation’, ‘Embassy 
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of Stanislaw Lem’ and ‘Embassy of transition’. 
 As to the YBY then, instead of vying for the global, transnational relation building between 
important cities, which is often the objective of biennales, Neni speaks of a more modest mission: 
for simply building connections and a dialogue between different places and not necessarily 
hegemonic cities; she also speaks for choosing topics that actually concern people’s livelihoods, 
there needs to be an urgency and a debate that is actually relevant to people’s lives. Hence they 
have chosen to work a decade long with other countries on the equator, not Western and perhaps 
lesser known for contemporary art. YBY’s (2016) official mission is in line with this: “Initiate and 
facilitate efforts to achieve a strategic concept of urban planning based on art and culture and to 
improve the blueprint for cultural city of the future as a space for fair and democratic living” (sic). 
Taking in this mission statement, it is not about putting Yogyakarta on the map as a city in global 
circles, it is about contributing to fair and democratic living. 
 There is a but however, because keeping Stallabrass’ (2006, pp.19-49) commentary in 
mind, many biennales would present themselves in a similar vein. The theme in question, an 
agrarian issue such as Monsanto, reworked in contemporary artworks, is not per se likely to reach 
the majority of the inhabitants of the biennale’s city and its countryside. This though it is 
proclaimed to concern people’s daily life and to make living in the city more democratic. On top of 
this, at the same time, Neni explains to me that YBY wants to be international to create 
connections and as such attracts foreign artists and public, which indicates the biennale attracts 
a cosmopolitan public and does network in ‘the global’ or at least functions like other biennales, 
including their function of ‘city branding’. This shows that though at first sight Yogyakarta’s 
biennale’s aim fits in with kolaborasi’s egalitarian ethos, its story meanwhile has the same allure as 
that of the biennale phenomenon Stallabrass (2006, pp.19-49) speaks of, in which the biennale is 
a means to put a city on the map. I must emphasise I have not attended the biennale itself, as it 
was not on when I was conducting fieldwork in Yogyakarta, I did not enjoy the opportunity. I must 
also emphasise that I am not putting Neni’s words and YBY in doubt. What I am doing, is 
nuancing the mission and functioning of YBY as a biennale to show there are other sides to the 
story, as it has become clear the concept of the biennale is a global phenomenon fraught with 
ambiguity. There can be a discrepancy between the theoretical rationale and mission statement of 
a global contemporary art organisation on the one hand, and its actual strategy and functioning in 
the wider context. It shows that YBY’s story may well work out (in part) differently in reality when 
taking the functioning of the phenomenon of the biennale as a cosmopolitan pull factor for foreign 
attention and investment into consideration (and speculating, the latter may form the reason a 
government subsidy is received for events like this). 
 Comparing IVAA and YBY, both aim for building and expanding the contemporary art 
network, both institutes imagine contemporary art as a shared practice and a vehicle for 
connection through communication. As such both embody the egalitarian ethos I described in 
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kolaborasi, though when it comes to IVAA’s aim, educational as it is, it seems less flowery than the 
terminology of the biennale with its global appeal. The third organisation I discuss recognises and 
values the same objectives as both discussed organisations, though leeway is given overtly to a 
more commercial strategy.
 Art Jog
Art Jog is an annual art fair and this year’s version is called ‘Universal influence’. Art Jog is 
promoted through subsidies by the national government and local governments. 
It takes me a while to find Art Jog – it is a bit further out on the edge of the art district on a residential street 
that I, nor the taxi driver, can locate. Usually I take a bus and walk to get a bite of daily life. Usually also I’d walk 
in and have an informal conversation before setting up an interview, but it appeared a slightly more formal 
approach was required to make contact with this organisation. When I get there, I notice some greenery and 
pebbles embellishing the paved driveway. My appointment got lost in translation, but I am told I can wait in the 
clean, concrete, open plan space. I sit on one of a few sofas with a coffee table in front of me next to a couple 
of desks where some people incidentally make phone calls, though overall it is quiet. There is lots of white and 
glass and in an empty, lost, broad niche of the modern design next to the entrance a bunch of Wayang puppets 
lie in a heap on the floor.
After a while Satriagama Rakantaseta, the director of the festival, comes downstairs and introduces himself. He 
sits down and, grateful he has been willing to make time, we talk for nearly two hours. At the end of the 
conversation he hands me his card, assuring me that I am welcome to contact him for any questions or more 
contacts, and he also offers to drive me back. I hesitate, I do not want to come across rude and say yes, yet at 
the same time a short spin to the central area offers the opportunity of socialising a bit more informally. It may 
add a different perspective on the information I just received and am still processing, I think. Satriagama insists it 
is no problem and on the way he tells me more about the early years of Art Jog in 2008 when the art market 
bubble was about to burst. “You know, he says, the bubble was good in a way, it was positive because it brought 
money to Yogyakarta, money that could be used for good ends, like a building for the organisation, and 
organising the event.”
It is this last comment which struck me and stuck with me, because it is Art Jog’s strategy in a 
nutshell. The Art Jog is supported by its for profit sibling-organisation, Heri Pemad Art 
Management, which is set up by Heri Pemad and focusses on art trade. The idea is that their 
commercial mark makes the charitable ambition to endorse young artists and contemporary art 
possible, in this way distinguishing themselves from other art fairs like Frieze in London to name 
one. Applications take the form of open calls and they work with the artists themselves 
contrariwise to dealing via an agent such as a gallery representing the artist which indicates a 
more commercial routine. They also organise a competition for new talent and present this in 
central Yogyakarta at Taman Budaya. The fair, Satriagama explains, aims to present local and 
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national artists as well as to attract international artists. When it comes to government, Satriagama 
tells me that it matters how you speak to the government and that it is something to do with 
consideration. A fair like Art Jog attracts attention and a lot of tourists to Yogyakarta, that is one 
reason they receive support, he explains. In this motive, and in this year’s title of the fair, the 
biennale analysis of Stallabrass (2006, p.25), of art events as an enterprise of cities to compete 
with each other in a global order, resonates. Art Jog is clear about the commerciality of their aim, 
but sees an opportunity to utilise the commercial side of this enterprise for non-commercial aims. 
Even though these three organisations have different missions and perspectives, they work 
together in the art network of Yogyakarta and form part and parcel of the contemporary art 
infrastructure. They are united in their difference: united because there is no given structure, 
united because they need each other to support their shared aim of moving contemporary art’s 
development forward and need to figure out how to do this together; different because they all are 
independent and have become key players by defining their own activity and determining their 
own ideas about contemporary art’s destiny. It has also been shown that even though there is little 
government structure, local organisations that are interesting for the global contemporary art 
world and for Yogyakarta to be put on the global map, can be backed by support from the 
government. In the next section I will look at individuals’ perspectives. 
6.2 | Attitudes towards the government and market
In the contemporary art climate where the government is aloof and the market is of significant 
influence, many voices want a sea change to happen. All the while, many do not wish for more 
government involvement, which is, a paradox perhaps, both surprising and unsurprisingly. During 
Suharto’s regime there was a thirst for a free art climate existing in an underground critique 
focussed on the regime’s repression of free expression and neglect of contemporary art in favour 
of traditional arts to create a national identity (Ingham, 2007). This means that on the one hand, 
there was, and is, a hunger for the government to get involved to support the arts and invite any, 
financial or commercial, support in. On the other hand I found there is a disappointment, 
weariness and a persisting anti-establishment belief that if the government gets involved, art will 
be unscrewed. This duality can be recognised in an excerpt of an interview I had over a soda in 
the early evening of Wednesday the 5th of March 2014 in the café of Kedai Kebun Forum with 
Irvin Domi. He recently graduated from ISI and works in Yogyakarta for Indo Art Now, an online 
archive for which Irvin catalogues Indonesian art exhibited in Indonesia and around the world. 
I bring up the matter cautiously, without asking precisely what I am looking for as I’m hoping to trigger a natural 
reaction. “I was at the airport”, I say starting a conversation, “and I saw public art there, sculptures, there was a 
golden pig…” “Hmpfff…” Irvin sounds, “that’s not art, that is arts and crafts”, he instantly responds. I look at him, 
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beckoning an explanation. “That’s just a show, the government doesn’t know art”, he adds. 
The point is that Irvin is happy for a government infrastructure to be elaborated in support of 
contemporary art, as long as the establishment does not think they know, come to influence, or 
worse, dictate, what art is to be and become. Irvin is young, he has not consciously experienced 
the Suharto years, but his attitude can be compared to the, somewhat older, contemporary 
photography artist Jim Allen Abel’s views on the subsidy applications he wrote year after year with 
his collective Ruang MES 56 and which were rejected. Jim’s dismay at the whole process was 
described in chapter 5, including his decision to give up applying for fear of having to mould 
themselves into something the government would approve of in order to obtain the subsidies. In 
chapter 5 this featured as a testimony to kolaborasi. Kolaborasi was read as a certain ethos of 
making contemporary art for the artists adhering to what they stand for. What also speaks from 
Jim’s stance, is scepticism towards the government. Indeed, speaking with Jim, he feels the 
government is concerned with arts if there is an incentive to it, if it gives Indonesia status or 
otherwise: “What [else] can I say?” he says, indicating that he has taken his hands off it and has 
chosen the path of doing it yourself when I ask him for further comment and thoughts on public 
policy on art. He is positive in the sense that a money injection and vision for an infrastructure is 
what contemporary art is often short off to develop the contemporary art practice further. 
However, he is negative when it comes to the motivations and how institutionalisation of 
contemporary art unfolds in reality with the government’s involvement. 
 Muhammed Abe, art history and cultural anthropology student, shares a certain weariness 
with Jim. On a Friday, the 24th of March 2014, I conduct a visual interview with him. On the slide 
show sheet of ‘Surrounding David’ by Titarubi, a female Indonesian artist, exhibited in Singapore 
Art Museum, we pause. At first sight, Surrounding David enlarges the nakedness of the male 
body in a statue, for the viewer to only then notice its masculinity is feminised by a raspberry pink 
floral motif. Instantly recognisable, to a Western audience, it is a parody on Michelangelo’s 
‘David’. The celebration of male dominance and genius is thus placed under scrutiny. In this way 
Titarubi addresses gender relationships, an area of development in the global art world if not a 
taboo in Indonesia. To Abe, Titarubi adjusts her work to the Western canon to be noticed: she 
avoids the local canon of mainly male artists, reason being, to Abe, that part of her aim is to find 
commercial or global success. For Abe, there is a tension found in questioning gender relations 
while complying with other power relations. We start talking about Western influence and 
neoliberal contemporary art structures such as Singapore has implemented in recent years.  At 3
the time that I am in Indonesia, people tell me of rumours that there is change on its way and the 
government will open a contemporary art museum. I bring the subject up and Abe responds: 
 See for example http://blogs.wsj.com/scene/2011/09/14/singapore-an-art-hub/ for more information.3
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“There are always rumours and talk [of that]. Well, I am not sure, maybe, but no, an official contemporary art 
museum… It’s for an image, status, it has a Western air. It will just disconnect artist and art from public. The art 
and artist become a performance, there will be a bridge. Art is made by real people, also in daily life and it 
should be open to everyone. Yes, now there are no museums, there are private collections and the owners have 
to open their house. You have to know about it, but I think it is better, it [the art world] is more open, it is 
easier for people to join.”
Speaking with Abe, what he considers reflects what Bennett (1995) writes about in his theory on 
the birth of the museum. To Abe, the informality and accessibility of the contemporary art in 
Yogyakarta is what is part of its alternative, sociopolitically engaged, diverse character. There are 
flaws he admits, talking of contemporary art not being able to reach a broader audience because 
there are no structures of general education, advertising and PR to do so. Yet welcoming a 
Western structure, in his eyes, could be detrimental to the art climate, because with it you invite a 
hierarchical structure. These thoughts are also found in Bennett’s (1995) contemplations on the 
public museum’s function, which he compares to prisons and asylums in their basic rationale of 
educating and non-differentiating of their target group while being inclusive and exclusive at the 
same time. The public museum, a crucial notion to the institutionalisation of contemporary art, is 
supposed to, and formally seen to, address an ‘undifferentiated public’ (Bennett, 1995, pp.
98-108). In this sense it brings equality because ‘Tom, Dick and Harry’ (also known as the 
members of the general public) are made familiar with the arts and get educated in manners by 
taking part in this sector of society. In practice the museum drives a wedge between the 
educated elite, the insiders of contemporary art, and any public which is expelled for not being 
able to be educated according to the standard or otherwise worse, for not wanting and failing to if 
they do. Noteworthy here is the paradox: that the Western art practice can be seen as a symbol of 
liberation and freedom, which it was in a way in the alternative art movement under Suharto’s 
regime (Ingham, 2007), yet at the same time, it is not free, but limited by its institutionalised, 
hierarchical structure and therefore not envied by actors such as Abe. As Abe’s commentary 
illustrates, there was, and is, an awareness that this institutionalisation automatically makes 
contemporary art a field in which other divisions are being drawn. Institutionalisation makes class 
distinction part of contemporary art, ultimately leading to elitism and exclusivity. It becomes 
evident that the institutionalisation of art stands for both democratic access to art, as well as 
bringing restriction and power relations all at once. The following section is about the power 
balances and hierarchies in the contemporary art world. 
6.3 | Cosmopolitanism
Another research participant who sheds view on the institutionalisation of art is Lia. Lia has set up 
her own company specialising in brand identity, strategy and advertising. She feels there is a 
deficit in knowledge and experience amongst brands (be they for-profit or not) when it comes to 
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presenting themselves through social media or targeting their audience with tailored marketing. To 
her advertising is something people love to hate, but she sees it as part of the system we live in. 
She is pragmatic and believes it is best to master it to be able to use it to the fullest and for good 
ends. At the same time that advertising is a big part of her life, she focusses on art. 
I visit Lia at her home, a bungalow style family house where she also holds office. There are friends around and 
her business partner is present. While sitting on a couch in the hallway near the kitchen she tells me about the 
art she envisages making, she is one of few people who actually talk about gender in art to me. According to 
her there is a long way to go. She is preoccupied with the LGBTIQ community and finds reaching a status of 
tolerance and equality important. She also tells me about contemporary art in Yogyakarta and shows me her 
art books. She comments with fervour on an established, “lazy” artist who because of his reputation as teacher 
at a renowned art academy is offered a stage and manages to find an audience. “It is just people doing this 
normal thing in public, there is nothing special about this, no story or idea to talk about, the quality of the 
picture is not even good”, she comments showing me while skipping through the pages of a catalogue.
At the same time, she tells me that since she has been working in advertising, friends of hers in contemporary 
art have made it clear to her they do not approve and find marketing banal. As a result the friendship has 
dwindled: “He feels too good for it [advertising],” she says, “but he does not think about how the art he works 
in is commercial and he lists his European degrees in front of his name for his work. As if that does not mean 
something. It is to show that he is a good curator, how much he has travelled, how much education he has.”
In this illustration, Lia highlights that elitism and class divisions are inherent to the contemporary 
art world, even though it has the name of being independently organised and alternative. The 
curator whom she accuses of showing off, judges marketing as the goal of making money and 
something contemporary art is detached from. However, to Lia this is hypocrisy. Reading 
Bourdieu’s (1993) theory, the education he received and conspicuously displays is a way of 
proving his cultural capital. In this way it may be seen as a substitute to the display of economic, 
financial capital and has the capability of drawing vertical, hierarchical relations. 
 Yet, in this case, it is not just education which distinguishes people and opens doors to the 
contemporary art world. Hybridity is an important notion to contemporary art after 1989, a period 
in which contemporary art is seen to emerge around the globe due to intensified globalisation 
(Belting, Buddensieg and Weibel, 2013). The notion of hybridity, meaning the blending of cultures, 
indicates contemporary art is a more equally dispersed and democratic practice, as discussed in 
the theoretical framework. Hybridity in contemporary art then, I argue, has come to underpin an 
important notion to the cultural capital of contemporary art: it is one side of the same coin as 
‘cosmopolitanism’. Listing one’s degrees as a curator does not only revolve around education as 
cultural capital. It is also about cosmopolitanism as stature giving cultural capital, indicating being 
internationally well travelled and part of the overarching global contemporary art world. Edwin 
Jurriëns and Jeroen de Kloet (2007) show in the volume ‘Cosmopatriots’ that having a 
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cosmopolitan style or attitude can be in harmony with feelings of being rooted or expressing 
commitment to the local or national context. The entry of cosmopolitanism to the Oxford English 
Dictionary (2011) reads “having an exciting and glamorous character associated with travel and a 
mixture of cultures”. In these descriptions, cosmopolitanism can carry connotations of cultural 
hierarchy. They indicate that cosmopolitanism can be an asset of cultural capital, it can be an 
aspired style. 
 I am acquainted with the curator in question and Lia’s story is one of more incidences of 
cosmopolitanism I hear of and observe. Cosmopolitanism is found in how people introduce 
themselves, mentioning their degrees from London or elsewhere or simply emphasising they are 
the curator, which is a relatively new, Western profession. Besides alternative art and the anti-
uniform of rubber flip flops and canvas backpacks, many contemporary art actors style 
themselves to the likeness of a globally recognised hipster look, with big glasses, leather 
brogues, skinny jeans and so on. In this trendy, worldwide fashion, accompanied by an 
international focus on interests such as street art, barista coffee, independent music and cultural 
expressions as well as backpacking and travel, lies cosmopolitanism. 
 The crux is that cosmopolitanism, global and hybrid as it is, implies embedding 
Yogyakarta’s contemporary art in the global art world. This means being in favour of advancing an 
international infrastructure which in practice often, though not always, means a Western model 
including the international, neoliberal art market with its hegemonic art centres. Firstly, this means, 
irredeemably, a diminishing focus on the local time and space. Secondly, in welcoming the art 
market, a commodification of contemporary art and an erosion of contemporary art’s functioning 
as a hybrid, heterogenous, democratic, shared practice between cultures and transcending 
borders is welcomed – exactly that which contemporary art and cosmopolitanism stand for. 
 Bringing up the question, along the lines of Grindstaff’s (2009) proposal, of whether 
Yogyakarta’s contemporary art world has become more egalitarian and hierarchies are being 
reworked, the answer is twofold. Firstly, with contemporary art’s ambition of being a global 
phenomenon in the era after 1989 and the democratisation process in Indonesia in 1998, 
hierarchies became inevitably reworked. This is because the power balance was no longer a 
clear cut one of Suharto’s New Order regime versus the contemporary art world striving for a free 
art practice and freedom of expression (Ingham, 2007). With democracy, the contemporary art 
world had to revise and re-envision its own urgency, purpose and direction. This means, 
irrefutably, that hierarchies became reworked within. Secondly, with democratisation, the 
international art market gained further grip on Indonesia and Yogyakarta, simultaneously leading 
to an erosion of meaning in the art (Pemad, 2013; Vickers 2013), as research participants such as 
Wok and Jim confirm. With this a drive to reimagine contemporary art came along, as I in chapter 
4 described is happening for Dina and at KUNCI by undoing art of its commerciality through 
seeking kolaborasi, hovering between local and transnational global. 
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 It can be said that it has been made possible with the advent of the Internet and social 
media to cut through hierarchies, since there is a certain democracy in being able to do your own 
marketing and to find your own audience all across the globe, or being able to consume art 
digitally and to show you visit an art exhibition, thus displaying your taste. Meanwhile though, with 
intensified globalisation, after Reformasi and the Internet and social media coming about, there 
have also been more connections built and invitations made pro a Western style 
institutionalisation of the art, which extends to the international art market, as per the strategy of 
Art Jog in this chapter. There are tensions found between different strategies and viewpoints of 
actors and organisations. Abe protests that an institutionalised arts structure comes with more or 
more grave hierarchical divisions, instead of less; Lia comments that even though contemporary 
art actors may make marketing out to be dirty, their cosmopolitanism, global in its essence, 
signifies an international art world and market, in fact no better. It was also shown that the 
biennale, with a democratic mission for the local population, does fit in with the neoliberal 
phenomenon of biennales, including global ‘city branding’. It can be wondered then whether with 
the wish for a more global art structure, a Western-centric model is celebrated. It can be 
wondered then whether there will be a heightening of vertical, hierarchical power imbalances in 
the contemporary art making the distinction, in Bourdieu’s (1982) terms, clear. 
 In this chapter I looked at local attitudes, behaviour and beliefs of actors and organisations 
regarding the organisation of the art network of Yogyakarta. Specifically, I looked at how 
governmental support and commercial influence is approached, including the relationship to the 
global contemporary. Whereas in this chapter I looked from the inside to the outside, in the next 
chapter I look from the outside to the inside. I do this by placing the manifestation of Yogyakarta’s 
contemporary art in the global contemporary art world within the global discourse of 
contemporary art. 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7 | Global insights into Yogyakarta: Outside to inside
This chapter deals with contemporary art placed within the global discourse. In the first two 
sections I examine the representation of contemporary art and artists from Yogyakarta abroad, in 
the global sphere, in the case of a festival in 2015 in Glasgow, Scotland. The third and fourth 
sections draw on two diverse cases to investigate how global contemporary art imbibes critique 
and criticism and appropriates and adjusts its practice. The third section discusses an exhibit of 
an artist from Yogyakarta and the fourth section discusses a project by a young curator in 
Yogyakarta sponsored by a global arts organisation from Japan. 
7.1 | ‘Discover Indonesia’
1989 is seen as a pivotal year for contemporary art (Belting, Buddensieg and Weibel, 2013) as 
described in the theoretical framework. Contemporary art after 1989 came to be seen as a re-
script of hegemonic relationships in postmodernism (Weibel, 2013): heterogeneity, diverse stories 
and an equal distribution of art across the globe forsaking any grand narrative; art that 
communicates and brings across an idea, universally understood. Contemporary art was seen as 
the renouncing of modernist art with an intensified globalisation (Piotrowski, 2013, Stallabrass, 
2013, pp.1-19) which leads to a transnational art, transcending nation-state borders in its 
hybridity. In this section I critically examine this global discourse of contemporary art applying it to 
a single case: the representation of the work of two contemporary artists from Yogyakarta at a 
festival in Glasgow. 
 The festival I visit in Glasgow takes place from 9 to 13 September 2015 and is organised 
by Cryptic, an art house which fosters national and international talent, as well as from lesser 
known regions, to innovate and push boundaries. According to the mission statement on their 
website (Cryptic, 2016), they “create memorable experiences that engage and inspire our 
audiences.” The festival, named ‘Discover Indonesia’, brings a whopping forty plus artists from 
Indonesia to Glasgow. Discover Indonesia is a pilot of the ‘New Pathways’ programme that 
Cryptic has set up. 
Cathie Boyd, the founder of Cryptic, approaches me while we are both waiting with a group of other people 
for a discussion to start. She asks me how I came to visit the festival and what I think of it. I learn from her that 
the organisation has grappled to make this first festival happen because it was difficult to get the subsidy and 
funding finalised. Making her relief and excitement known to me that the festival is finally up and running after 
four years of preparation, Cathie explains their aim is to make people familiar with other cultures so as to 
stimulate a dialogue between people from different places who else would not know much about each other’s 
past and present.
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Cryptic presented a variety of fields of cultural production and in that sense has achieved in 
giving a comprehensive, cross-sectional overview of Indonesia with artists hailing from the fields 
of visual art, music, theatre, traditional dance, film, media and cuisine. The two visual artists, 
Jompet Kuswidananto and Jim Allen Abel, both living and working in Yogyakarta, present 
contemporary work which reflects upon Indonesia’s sociopolitical past and status quo. More 
broadly it provides insight into the workings of the nation-state. It can be said the festival’s mission 
and lineup are in keeping with contemporary art’s global and postmodern discourse, with 
particular stories sustaining connections across the globe on equal footing for actual people in 
their daily lives. As the festival is intended mainly for a local audience to get to know and 
communicate with a different locality, the festival escapes Stallabrass’ (2006, pp.19-49) more 
general critique on the biennale, in which the biennale’s all encompassing, nebulous themes 
speak with global concern solely to a cosmopolitan public. The festival does not solely focus on 
contemporary art and focusses on recognising the self in the other by offering myriad expressions 
of culture and art, treating themes which are relevant to the public in Glasgow too, ranging from 
tradition to food to sociopolitical issues. In the following I will illustrate the artists, their work and 
the representation by the festival. 
 Jompet is an artist from Yogyakarta and represented by Ark Galerie from Jakarta, which 
now also operates in Yogyakarta. The work on exhibition at the festival is called ‘Grand Parade’. It 
is a multimedia installation of which different parts are presented in a parade through several 
spaces in the venue. The Cryptic leaflet introduces Jompet as: 
“Currently up-and-coming in Europe, Kuswidananto is part of an energetic, community-driven art 
scene in Yogyakarta where he creates multimedia installations that often combine video, sound and 
mechanized elements. (…) His work is inspired by the island of Java and its rich history of continuous 
transition between religious beliefs, political regimes, rural and urban culture, science and 
spirituality.” 
Jim Allen Abel, treated prior to this chapter, is from the collective Ruang MES 56. His exhibited 
work is ‘Uniform_Code’, the leaflet describes it as: 
 “A curious and striking commentary on the current power systems inherent in Indonesian society. 
(…) Uniform_Code investigates the influence of uniforms on those that are seen to be in a position of 
trust and authority.” 
In the next section, I will analyse the presentation of the festival and the artist’s their work. 
7.2 | The global contemporary
Jompet’s and Jim’s work is on show at the Glue Factory, an industrial site just at the edge of the old city centre. 
When I arrive, the invigilator asks me to fill out a survey. There is an amicable, informal atmosphere amongst 
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everyone present. The invigilator has a chat with me about her studies and Glasgow. Then Cathie turns up, she 
offers and hands me a canvas Cryptic tote bag which reads “Cryptic: Ravishing the senses” to keep my 
belongings dry as it has started pouring it down. Jompet sits down next to me on a few chairs Cathie has 
gathered for people to sit on behind the invigilator’s desk. Right before the curator of the exhibition makes his 
appearance and the tour he guides will commence, he explains to me more about his work. He tells me it was 
originally presented in the Tropenmuseum, the ethnographic museum in Amsterdam, The Netherlands. “The 
curator didn’t write notes in the Tropenmuseum,” he says, “they interviewed me and used the interview.” I am 
not sure what Jompet means by notes, so I ask further for clarification “They didn’t write curatorial notes to 
present the exhibition, they used my words.” I ask if this is different from other exhibitions he has done or 
knows of. ‘Yes” he says, “often and in the past the curator would take your work and write notes.” He also tells 
me he had to choose which parts to exhibit here in the Glue Factory due to limited space and, decidedly, he 
explains that respect or acknowledgement of the artist and their background is important.
Finnbar Flood (2002, pp.652-653) creates awareness of the Western ethnographic museum’s 
history of displaying artefacts from faraway times and places. This is no neutral, innocuous act, 
since the museum converts the meaning of those cult images into cultural icons in a Western 
tradition; it can be said the Western museum is a voice-over. Translating this to contemporary art’s 
discourse, having a fair voice is no longer a glossed over matter. Ethnographic museums and 
Western museum have made, or are making, a shift; contemporary art is seen as conceptual art 
in which this shift in the representation of ‘others’ is being made, the other in globalisation, is no 
longer the other, but as much the self. This is an ongoing development, perhaps especially when 
indigenous and colonial artefacts are at stake, issues of representation and voicing the self still 
stir media commotion such as over the exhibition ‘Indigenous Australians: Enduring Civilisation’ at 
the British Museum  in 2015. Referring then to my conversation with Jompet, the issue of 4
representation, as well as voicing himself and his own work, is what he talks about as he explains 
he appreciates his work is presented on his terms. The curatorial notes at the Tropenmuseum and 
the choice given to Jompet to decide which part of Grand Parade to display point at the issue of 
the representation by, in this case, Western organisations and curators of artists and artworks 
from elsewhere. I will now enquire more profoundly into the presentation of Jompet’s and Jim’s 
work at the festival. 
  
The curator of the exhibition works at the Centre for Contemporary Arts. He guides the open tour in which both 
artists partake, in the venue where both artists’ work is exhibited. When everyone has ticked their name off the 
list, we start walking. A sizeable installation fills the first room we enter, this is Grand Parade (for illustration, see 
front cover). Clothes hang assembled in the shape of life-sized figures, lining up the room with drums and 
 This exhibition was criticised for the acquisition of indigenous artefacts. It was also scrutinised for the 4
sponsorship they received from an oil company, which has seen controversy for its dealings with indigenous 
communities. See more at: https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/postcolonial-blog/2015/jul/21/
enduring-controversy-bp-sponsorship-ignites-new-row-over-british-museums-indigenous-exhibition
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trumpets, they wear different types of dress; religious, political, festive.
Talking about Jompet’s work, the curator tells us in the audience several times he has had numerous in-depth 
conversations with Jompet. Grand Parade is about the different ideologies and perspectives present in 
Indonesia, which are at times opposing. In Grand Parade elements from those ideologies are used to reflect on 
history and the ceaseless negotiation between different outlooks and beliefs. Importantly, the installation is 
serene, colourful and at peace in one moment but can promptly and abruptly change into a noise and light 
producing chaos. We pause at different parts of the installation and specific elements are being explained, such 
as colourful flags with texts on them in different scripts reflecting religious convictions.
While the curator motions us to move on to the following part of Jompet’s installation, he emphasises that he 
would like it to be an informal tour, he would like people to ask questions and have a conversation between 
the members taking part, the artists and himself. In doing so though, he effectively ends up lecturing the 
audience, but sometimes a member of the audience raises their voice to postulate a question, which the artist 
and curator answer. At one point however, after the curator has mentioned more than twice that Jompet is 
part of a community-driven scene, Jompet receives a question and mutters in a low voice at the end of his 
answer that he does not work community-driven but autonomously. The curator does not take notice and 
moves on to the next topic.
Jim, not in rubber flip flops but in lustrous black leather Nike trainers, is 
then introduced. Cause to Jim’s photo series is his father, whose work 
entailed a uniform-like dress which Indonesian civil servants wear. In Jim’s 
eyes, the uniform obscures the individual to reinforce a bigger, 
overarching entity, the master plan of the nation-state. He comments on 
this insight by selecting several well known uniforms and instead of giving 
those a face, he explains that he substitutes their head for substances 
such as cotton balls or jelly (afterwards I understand from him that the 
jelly is actually nata de coco, a regional coconut dessert). In this way he 
comments on the uniform, the reality being that you don’t know who or 
what is underneath, and that it is often less authoritative and impressive 
than the figure looks. In this way he deflates the figure and its identity in 
a commentary on the status these uniforms give and the impression they 
leave across generations in society.
It is noteworthy that although it is attempted by the curator to establish a horizontal relationship 
with the artist and the public, this attempt does not succeed. The curator urges that he would like 
the tour’s dynamic to be informal and more conversational, yet at the same time he presents or 
gives a lecture and when people speak up, a question-answer dynamic between the audience on 
the one hand and the curator and artist on the other comes about. Afterwards the curator is seen 
speaking with the organisers and does not appear to be mixing with the public either, while the 
artists are open to questions and I have been chatting with both of them. Before I visit, I have also 
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Jim’s work on Cryptic’s advertising flyer in 
Glasgow. Photo by the author.
contacted the curator about this research and his work but to no avail, while the other members of 
the festival team that I contacted were highly interested in this research and others again have 
approached me themselves for feedback but also to strike up a general conversation, though it 
has to be said, this may be coincidental. In addition, the curator speaks of having in-depth 
conversations with Jompet, while Jompet and his work are repeatedly described as part of a 
community-driven scene, which he is not. As the curator is presenting, Jompet cannot interrupt to 
politely correct this.  
 Community-driven refers to the make-up of the contemporary art world in Yogyakarta in 
which many organisations and actors work collaboratively for several reasons as was shown in 
chapter 5, as such it can also indicate the ethos of kolaborasi. What is more, not everyone works 
community-driven, there are also commercial organisations and actors who work autonomously 
(to a certain extent or fully). Though the curator’s mentioning of Jompet as a community-driven 
artist could simply mean he is still to a certain extent unfamiliar with Jompet’s work and 
Yogyakarta’s contemporary art world, it makes it questionable how well the curator has listened to 
the artist’s notes, how in-depth their conversations have been or whether there is a different 
motive to the mention of ‘community-driven’. A different motive could be that it is a buzzword 
conveying a difference, an ‘alternative’ to the often independent authorship and commercial 
objectives of Western art practice and, as such, used so as to hold the attention of a Western 
public. Yet it is a moot point whether this is the case or not. It is a moot point too whether it is the 
audience who is conditioned or educated to keep the affairs formal instead of creating a more 
participatory dynamic, or whether it is the curator who is politically correct or feels there is a 
degree of cosmopolitan know-how, which is stature giving as cultural capital, in showing off a 
cultural relativism and participatory ethic to then carry on to neglect the artist’s own notes. 
 Seeing I can only speculate, I will not make any attempt to finalise interpretations or 
conclusive remarks on this behalf. What this account does show however, which is the point of 
dwelling on it, is that it shows issues of representation persist; the point is that the why and how of 
the representation stays hazy, while an equal, democratic relationship between artist, art world 
actors and audiences in this festival and across the globe is a pressing issue. On a final note, the 
name of the festival, Discover Indonesia, may be a necessary evil in the sense that a clear-cut 
name communicating the topic of the festival may be required to attract an audience. Yet at the 
same it is not that straightforward, but dubious, because the issue of representation resurfaces in 
the words ‘discover Indonesia’, which evoke connotations of a colonial past, for instance, the 
video  capturing the experiences of the festival features guests speaking of an ‘exotic’ 5
experience.  
 However, ‘othering’ does not only happen from the West to the rest. Dina talking of the 
balance of the relationship in collaborations with Western countries and the upcoming biennale: 
 Watch the video at: http://www.cryptic.org.uk/discover-indonesia-2/5
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“I don’t really look at it like that, I am so used to working with other countries, like with The Netherlands. It’s 
just normal. But now we are working for the biennale with Nigeria, and yeah I thought like ‘hey, that is new’.”
Dina further expresses to me that working with Nigeria is outside of the usual collaboration realm 
of contemporary art; it is unexplored and different and she notices that in a sense they are ‘others’ 
to her. In this way the state the contemporary art of a place or country is in becomes a barometer 
for the development of that place, like Stallabrass (2004, 1-50) explores biennales as a means of 
mapping a city or country and giving it exposure in the global market. Importantly, Dina is aware 
of those ideas and without pigeonholing she is curious for the future collaboration. 
 In this section I have illustrated with one particular case, namely the presentation of the 
work of two artists’ from Yogyakarta in a festival in Glasgow, how contemporary artworks and their 
artists from Yogyakarta get presented abroad, on an international plane, and how this aligns or 
misaligns with the global discourse’s understanding of contemporary art. Speaking of global 
contemporary art, Belting (2013), Foster (2009), and Osborne (2013) all argue that it marks itself 
apart from the grand narratives of modernism; in the global discourse, they find, it is reasoned 
that a critical discourse for contemporary art has become redundant because its body of thought 
has globalisation and postmodernism at its foundation which resembles a democratic, 
heterogeneous practice. Though in the global discourse contemporary art may be understood 
and presented as conceptual art with a sensitivity to issues of representation in a globalised, 
postmodern age, there are still tension in practice, as shown. As Belting (2013), Foster (2009), 
and Osborne (2013) all write about then, and as I have illustrated in the case of the festival in 
Glasgow, having globalisation and postmodernism as ideals does not forthrightly equate an 
existence for contemporary art in which those ideals are immediately (fully) realised. 
 A caveat worth mentioning is that by avoiding critical discourse regarding and nuancing of 
contemporary art’s visions of globalisation for the future of contemporary art since 1989, 
contemporary art becomes a grand narrative in itself – that which it claims not to be. This is 
another paradox. As Tsing (2000, pp.67-90) argues, coming after modernisation, globalisation 
has a certain charisma, it excites and inspires, but there are pitfalls. It is necessary to be critical of 
“the endorsement of the importance of the global”, a “globalism” as Tsing (2000, p.69) calls this, 
because even though it helps us imagine interconnection and sudden transformation (like in 
contemporary art since 1989), not all globalisation’s claims are true. Thus in this section, I 
followed Tsing’s steps and applied them to contemporary art’s global story. First of all I tracked the 
charisma of the global story of contemporary art, an equally dispersed, heterogenous global art 
practice. Second of all I supported following this charisma yet more critically, as to apply it with 
consideration, by examining the illustration of the presentation of two artists from Yogyakarta in 
the festival in Glasgow. Thirdly, thus I “investigated global projects and dreams without assuming 
that they remake the world just as they want” (Tsing, 2000, p.69). All the more, this section led to 
Chapter 7  56 Global insights into Yogyakarta
the realisation that contemporary art cannot sidestep critical discourse just because of its 
dissociation with grand narratives. As Stallabrass’ (2006; 2004) writings concur, just because 
contemporary art claims to have parted with Western hegemony and grand narratives, it is still in 
need of a theoretical configuration with which to peruse itself; a bedrock on which to read the 
meaning of contemporary art, its history and present, critically. A theoretical basis and debate to 
global contemporary art is much needed to evaluate the contemporary artwork itself and its 
global presentation as it has been shown issues of representation do not evaporate naturally. 
Supangkat (2013) writes: 
"Contemporary art in Indonesia reflects its progenitor, global contemporary art: it was celebrated in 
international biennials in the 1990s, and controlled by the art market in the 2000s. These signs led to 
the question: “what’s next?” Most likely the answer will be efforts to understand global art."  
This then is what I have done in this section. The next section therefore treats a case of how 
global contemporary art calibrates to its flaws and criticism by incorporating it in its practice. 
7.3 | Carrying context over to the gallery: A prison art project
The global contemporary art world is a world in flux, and in this section I discover changes in 
contemporary art and discuss underlying issues. I dive into developments in contemporary art 
that reflect a self-awareness and attentiveness to impediments and cumbersome paradoxes of 
the global discourse; the section deals with how global contemporary art incorporates criticism, 
accommodates to it and alters itself. 
 Contemporary art’s global, postmodern story has lived on, but there has always been 
criticism, as in chapter 5 the discussion of arte povera showed and Ingham (2007, pp.63-67) 
writes of the New Art Movement’s criticism towards not only the regime, but exceedingly also on 
Western hegemony in art. 1989 became seen as the year in which contemporary art broke with a 
Western-centric practice (Belting, Buddensieg and Weibel, 2013; Stallabrass, 2006). However, as 
I have argued throughout this thesis, many paradoxes and tensions persevere. Recently, it seems 
that contemporary art takes itself with a grain of salt. An illustration is that in Dulwich Gallery in 
London in 2015, visitors were given the task to uncover a replica painting hidden amongst original 
oil canvasses. Besides attracting visitors as a fun game, the exhibition stirs debate  about the 6
rules of art and who decides what art is. 
 A still topical debate regards the gallery. The gallery has for long been a standard for art, 
though a contested space with Brian O’Doherty (formerly Patrick Ireland) (1976) discussing how 
to handle the ‘white cube’, the four minimalist, neutrally coloured walls of the gallery, as early as 
the mid 1970s. According to O’Doherty, the white cube is seen as a timeless, sacred space in 
 See more at: https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/apr/28/dulwich-gallery-reveals-fake-painting-6
among-collection-of-old-masters
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which the artwork is removed from any context as to see the artwork in its essence. He goes on to 
show, in a vein reminiscent of Flood’s (2002) commentary on the Western ethnography museum, 
that it is a political space in which a separation of the perception of the artwork and its context 
finds place. He comes to view the gallery as a middle class, bourgeois implementation 
accommodating to own needs and exploiting the opportunity to commercialise art. Since the 
context is what matters to the artwork in conceptual art, installation art and happenings were seen 
as a reactionary move to the white walls; they necessitate some kind of context as they are not 
mere, static paintings and, at least at the time of writing, ephemeral and not suited for sale. In the 
following I will discuss an exhibit of an artist from Yogyakarta in a gallery in Gillman Village, an art 
hub comprised of high-end galleries. Gillman Village is part of an initiative of the government in 
Singapore, en route to become a global city (Economic Strategies Committee, 2010).  
 ‘The Swimmers’ was an exhibit in Singapore’s Mizuma Gallery that I visited at the end of 
March 2014. It is a small solo show by Angki Purbandono, a photographer known for his 
‘scanography’ and part of the collective Ruang Mes 56. In The Swimmers, the criticism on the 
gallery as white cube and the manipulation to rescue the gallery space, by bringing context into 
it, is found. The white cube, resembling discretion and sacredness, is in juxtaposition with the raw, 
unpolished idea of inmates and the mundanity in the depiction of their personal belongings. The 
artworks Purbandono made with fellow inmates in the narcotics section of prison in Yogyakarta in 
2012-2013 were part of his initiative to set up a Prison Art Programme (PAP). The exhibit is quite 
forward in its aim, Angki shows his journey of learning and growing as a human being having to 
adapt to the prison and connecting to his cellmates in visual means, there is even one artwork of 
a prison staff member, one of the first members of staff 
who backed the plans to formalise the programme. 
One of the first artworks are plastic bags folded into 
guns (see illustration), the accompanying curatorial 
notes, written by Angki, states he was “unstable” and 
“in hatred” at that time, which eased as time passed 
and he worked on the project. He writes: “To me it 
seems that my country was so confident with the legal 
system that they run, as if it’s fierce, but it’s only 
plastic! Fake!” 
With The Swimmers, a community based project was brought into the gallery. In this way, the 
context of the artwork becomes acknowledged and influential. What is more, it shows a crossing 
of social class boundaries. A quote from Angki on the Mizuma website (2016):  
“Aside from becoming a rehabilitation tool through artistic practice, PAPs is also an attempt at 
generating a new understanding of the Indonesian art discourse; pointing at the fact that “the 
attraction lies not only in the final artwork, but mores in the respect towards the backdrop and 
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Angki’s ‘The Guns Stocks’. Photo by the author.
process of collaboration to restructure a new energy towards change in life through art.”” (sic) 
In this statement it becomes clear it is not about what you see, it is about the backdrop of working 
together, the context the artwork was shaped in. Again, kolaborasi as per chapter 5 discussed as 
an ethic of a shared practice, inspiring each other, comes to the fore. In the act of exhibiting 
Angki’s selection, the gallery changes from a white cube for the privileged, in which the artwork is 
detached from any context as a discreet, serene environment, into a place where reality, daily life 
and the search for meaning can be experienced. 
 Curious it is then that, while I stand at a distance, some visitors infer to each other audibly 
that my Havaianas flip-flops are inappropriate, nevertheless that I have combined them with 
lipstick and am wearing fancy silk trousers and a mammoth, wavy scarf. The reason I offer this 
illustration is because it makes something else clear. Namely, the community art project is art 
made in context of which the context matters. It is brought into the gallery consciously and 
purposefully including its context, as such it changes the use and meaning of the ‘white cube’. 
Nonetheless, the context of the artwork becomes in part erased as the art becomes, inevitably, to 
a degree adapted to the sterile ‘white cube’ space for a certain purpose and audience: the 
Yogyakarta prison art project winds up in an exclusive, cosmopolitan gallery as part of 
Singapore’s aim to intentionally grow its appeal as a global city through, amongst others, a focus 
on art and the art market (Economic Strategies Committee, 2010). As research participants, and 
here Dina, say: “Singapore is good at organising, here [in Yogyakarta, Indonesia] we are good at 
making art.” She is not the only one of the art world actors who speaks of the affluence in other 
Asian countries such as Japan, South Korea, and import Indonesian art. Returning to the flip-
flops, (to some visitors) the community art produced in prison by an inmate, as a fragment of real 
life in context, is suitable for the white walls of the gallery institute as long as it is made into a 
veritable ‘scanography’ artwork by an artist displayed in a ‘white cube’ where it is separated from 
its lived, actual context. Thus if someone walks in from ‘real life in context’ with an actual pair of 
flip-flops on their feet, this still runs risk of being viewed as unbefitting, which is a reminder of the 
adage of cultural capital through dress. 
 In fact, one of the artworks on display, called ‘Sandals’, consists of a selection of forty 
nearly identical rubber flip-flops of the inmates; in its size and with the colour of the light it radiates 
it takes over and transforms the white wall. The flip-flops’ namelessness a testimony to the 
owners’ immuration and consequently a forced identity loss for the goal of conditioning and 
educating the inmates, the prison’s constitution is much like the public museum as Bennett (1995) 
draws the comparison. In variance with this view, with scribbles or other personal etchings on the 
flip-flops, I have come to see them moreover as a sign of expression of the inmates’ identities 
which ultimately cannot be lost. All in all it shows that looking at flip-flops from prison with the title 
‘Sandals’ in a white cube is a whole other story from spotting someone wearing flip-flops in that 
exact same space. The former symbolises a cultured, educated, middle to upper class, elite 
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cultural capital, in Bourdieu’s (1993) terms, the latter stands for anything but that. 
 I will now offer another case in which global contemporary art morphs. Instead of global 
contemporary art’s appropriation of criticism, seen in this section by bringing context into the 
gallery in Singapore with prison art from Yogyakarta, the case of the next section revolves around 
the presence of global contemporary art’s developments in Yogyakarta. In the case, the gallery 
becomes substituted for another type of space, a real life space is made into an exhibition space. 
7.4 | Art out of the gallery: Contemporary art in the community
Sita is a curator who regularly works for IVAA. Things were different for her before. I meet her in Ministry of 
Coffee, a spacious, hip coffee bar and library with vintage furniture fanned out over two levels. “I got in touch 
with it because of street art” she tells me about not being into art at all previously because of its denseness and 
confusing, impenetrable façade. “I saw an Anti-Tank poster on the streets and that’s how I found art.”
Anti-Tank is a street artist, the poster Sita is talking of was scattered across ‘Jogja’, as she calls 
Yogyakarta like locals do. It portrays a human rights activist called Munir Said Thalib who was 
assassinated, the comment reading “Menolak lupa” which means “Refuse to forget”. She also 
encourages me to check out Digie Sigit, a politically aware and critical street artist, and Eko 
Nugroho, a contemporary artist who has a background in street art. Peter Bengtsen (2014; 2015) 
writes on how street art has become embedded in both popular culture and institutionalised in the 
global contemporary art world. Street art is now seen in galleries, museum, on auction and as 
sanctioned public art. This prompts a debate on what street art is and flags a change in the 
dynamic between those different fields. Street art is often a tool of criticism and diversion open to 
anyone, but it may see the notion of criticism for a priority and its accessibility diminishing through 
absorption by the art market and institutionalised contemporary art world global in scope and 
financially and cultural capital wise richly endowed. A contrary perspective would argue it is an 
opportunity for street art to reach a wider public. 
 Returning to Sita, her critical look on the art world has not diminished. She was, when I 
spoke to her, in the preparation phase of a curatorial project which in a different way then street 
art is politically aware. In undertaking the project, Sita wanted to add to contemporary art taking 
another direction. In the community-based project, art made by three artists, who use participant 
observation in three different Muslim communities, gets to be exhibited in a religious school 
complex. The project is part of a programme for global contemporary art; made possible through 
the Japan Foundation (2016), which states on their website they are “Japan’s only institution 
dedicated to carrying out comprehensive international cultural exchange programs throughout 
the world.” Sita applied and was chosen to take part in their programme ‘Next Generation 
Curators of Southeast Asia’. Eventually the project was given the name ‘Jinayah/Siyasah’ and in 
English ‘Playing with Boundaries’, a telling name about building bridges, creating communication 
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and taking prejudice away. It is about collaboration between people with diverse backgrounds 
and contemporary art in context, moving into the realm of daily life outside of the gallery institute. 
 Just like street art, the question can be asked whether the various cases I offer stand in 
isolation, whether they signal an unfolding, wider shift or whether it means criticism of 
contemporary art is being appropriated and the saga of art being a dispossessed commodity 
continued. In Guy Debord’s (1967, p.2) theory on the society of the spectacle, he critiques 
commodification and mass culture stating “all that was directly lived has moved away into a 
representation.” Debord argues that once, life was about being, then it became about having, 
until the moment it turned around appearances and relationships became forged and mediated 
through the display of images. This scenery of imagery or appearances should be disrupted with 
spectacular images and language, and art’s task is to do just that. A similar vision on 
contemporary art is found in Stallabrass (2004, pp.1-19) when he describes it as a world separate 
from mundane conventions and popular culture offering relief and insight. However, as Stallabrass 
also deliberates, contemporary art has become a commodity and another field of cultural 
production, including the divisions drawn by cultural capital. With commercialisation in the art 
market and commodification of contemporary art, viewing it this way, contemporary art has lost its 
ability to ‘disrupt’, using Debord’s (1967) term. At present, people are aware of the images around 
them and are trying to find actual meaning in life by just ‘being’; masses are moved to turn off 
their digital devices, to meditate, to fly to a holiday destination to be in the present and to find 
silence. Writing in this time, it is perhaps no wonder that global contemporary art has jumped on 
the bandwagon of re-finding meaning and has moved its subject, the artwork, into context where 
it can go back to basics and ‘being’ in Debord’s words. This, instead of becoming a manipulated 
image detached from reality and residing in the commercial realm of a ‘unique commodity’, as 
Plattner (1998) calls it. The question to be reviewed in the future is whether this change is a 
genuine attempt at ‘being’ and a spectacular disruption of art’s status quo, again in Debord’s vein, 
or whether it is another series of appearances, or ‘images’, that contemporary art produces. 
Owing to its complex social structure and diversity of voices, the answer might depend. Just like 
there are now myriad manifestations of contemporary art, it may well be that both scenarios play 
out for the global contemporary art world, if they have not already.  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 Conclusion
It is time to return to the main question this thesis poses: ‘In which ways is contemporary art in 
Yogyakarta a playground of tensions and paradoxes between local and global understandings of 
contemporary art?’ Here I will take the opportunity to answer the question in full, though the 
answer is not definite, as will become clear.  
 At present Yogyakarta has a diverse, alternative contemporary art landscape, including 
social activist art, galleries as restaurant and traveller’s café, crossovers with other cultural fields 
and organisations such as a biennale, art fair and archive. Under Suharto’s oppressive regime, art 
diminished to folk arts and embellishment to create a national identity in which Western influence 
was shunned. There was tension between the regime’s views on art and the movement that 
flourished as alternative to it, united by their hankering for freedom of expression and the finding 
of an own identity. This movement was also in tension with the Western art world; there were 
critical voices within the movement rejecting not only the regime but the Western hegemony in art. 
The alternative art movement, which is seen as having influenced the later and present 
contemporary art of Yogyakarta, as discussed in chapter 3, was independently organised. Many 
actors in the contemporary art world of Yogyakarta profess themselves in a similar way at present, 
promoting independent activity and diversity in art to find alternatives to hegemonic models and 
the norm in global art practice. The contemporary art world of Yogyakarta is an alternative to 
many mainstream, ‘Western’ centres in the sense that it is wired quite differently from those 
centres, where contemporary art has for long been institutionalised by means of a government 
structure and which were, or are, leading or dominant in the global contemporary art market. 
 With the dawn of a democratic political landscape in 1998, the ‘common enemy’ fell away 
and brought along a search to redefine contemporary art practice. In this climate different 
tensions and paradoxes were imminent. Seeing the government was absent when it comes to 
supporting the contemporary art world (and the country was only just transforming into a 
democracy) contemporary art actors were faced with new challenges. No longer united against 
the common enemy, they are now united in the task of building forward on a network of 
contemporary art together, with all the different visions a free future holds. This means novel kinds 
of tensions and hierarchies develop within the art world. 
 Firstly, in a democracy, the government became a potential partner to the contemporary 
art world for offering not just subsidies, but a structure with public museums and the collection of 
art. As I show, this did not happen to a great extent as the government is still relatively aloof, but it 
is a potential and a topic that lives amongst actors who all have views and opinions on it. More 
government involvement would also mean a certain amount of regulation, which causes tensions 
in conversations, as not all actors are welcoming towards this. To those actors who are against 
government influence, it means a Western structure will be implemented and with that fresh 
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 hierarchies and a more formal, exclusive state of affairs will come into effect, as opposed to the 
more informal, accessible contemporary art world of the present. The paradox is that a Western 
art infrastructure is regarded as free and supposed to democratise the arts by making it available 
to any Tom, Dick and Harry, the general public. However, ultimately, it divides the art world – in, on 
the one hand, an institutionalised class with cultural capital, sometimes seen as a hermetically 
sealed bunch who decide what art is, and on the other hand, a by art bamboozled public who 
feel alienated and left out, unable to be conditioned to the standard of the arts’ general education. 
 The thesis then also discusses some organisations that do receive some of the 
government funding available. Those organisations turn out to be locally grounded and engage 
with principles of the social activism found in Yogyakarta. Yet it also becomes clear that some 
organisations, especially the phenomenon of the biennale and art fair, are part of the global 
contemporary art fabric in which cities proliferate as creative hubs in the idea economy. This may 
make those organisations interesting for the government as ‘city branding’. 
  A second tangible point of tension is the marketing or commercialisation of art. Though 
the art world of Yogyakarta and Indonesia has been international for a long time and even though 
contemporary art was already part of the global market, this marketing intensified. The market 
prices reached a pinnacle in a bubble that burst in the late Noughties – the collapse of the art 
market. The paradox of art being a ‘unique commodity’ desired not for its quality and potential, 
but for its cultural capitalistic value, and actually further and further commercialised like any 
luxury good market, crystallised. The bursting bubble has had the effect of actors calling 
contemporary art in Yogyakarta empty and boring and a reaction to this hyper-marketing can be 
found through a shunning and avoidance of commerciality. 
 ‘Kolaborasi’ then is a way of dealing with the paradox of contemporary art as unique 
commodity. The ethos of kolaborasi, in the thesis read in its local meaning of the English word 
‘collaboration’, has many shades of community art. Recognised in many instances in Yogyakarta, 
I argue it means a reimagining of contemporary art in the above described politically transforming 
and commercialised climate. Kolaborasi stands for a collaborative practice including the sharing 
of ideas and a general egalitarian ethos. It stands for debunking conventional notions of 
ownership and authorship in a ‘creative economy’ in which generating ideas is what marks cities 
and nation-states in the global market. As such, kolaborasi implies contemporary art going back 
to its initial concept: towards engaging and communicating self-reflectively and critically. This 
reimagining of contemporary art through kolaborasi is embedded locally while critically in touch, 
but not necessarily in tune, with the global contemporary art world. The global contemporary art 
world, like the local contemporary art world of Yogyakarta, cannot be pinned down to one colour. 
It is a world in flux. 
 This research problematised global contemporary art as described in its discourse – 
coming about in 1989 with post-Cold War globalisation intensifying and art spreading, creating 
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 the possibility of ‘new art worlds’. The global discourse is infused with postmodern thought, global 
contemporary art meant the end of grand narratives in art and the start of an egalitarian, 
democratic, heterogenous practice. That this is not a finished project but the start indeed, came 
to the fore in how Yogyakarta’s contemporary art was presented in a festival in Glasgow. 
Paradoxically then, global contemporary art declares itself detached from grand narratives, but 
risks becoming a grand narrative in itself if it does not critically review its own history and 
development enough in the present. Without giving any generalised opinion on the people 
involved in the festival nor on the whole of the contemporary art world, it was shown a critical 
discourse is necessary as tension points were encountered. The presentation in exchange 
between different places and times (as it often also involves the representation of the history of 
people) deserves evaluation.  
 At present, global contemporary art is going through changes and alterations; it morphs 
like cultural phenomena do. Street art inflected with contemporary art, community art in the 
gallery such as in Singapore and a project by a curator outside of the gallery sponsored by a 
foundation from Japan are signs of a willingness to add the context of the artwork to its exhibition, 
making a more sociopolitical message possible and speaking to a possibly broader public. The 
question is whether these initiatives are a new trend, an image or appearance in the spectacle 
machine of global contemporary art, or a legitimate direction global contemporary art is taking. 
The answer is that all these scenarios may already be reality and that there are more that this 
thesis has only touched upon ever so lightly in passing – such as the themes of gender and 
religion. It has been shown that contemporary art is a multilayered cultural phenomenon 
embedded in complex structures. Just like the local contemporary art world in which the concept 
of contemporary art finds its own shape and meaning, diverse and continuously in flux, global 
contemporary art does too. What is more, tension and paradoxes have not only been found 
between the local and the global, but also within the local, implying contemporary art is never a 
singular concept, it is contemporary arts, in plural like the thesis’ title. 
 There is an infinite number of answers to this research’s question. Only a fragment of the 
local could be captured, as the subtitle of the thesis suggests. Taking the local within the global 
into account, I have attempted to enquire into cultural, social, political and globalisation’s 
economic issues, describing the most influential observations and the most striking insights. For 
the future of Yogyakarta I am curious. How will the contemporary art world play out in relation to 
the global art market, will there be more government support? The opening of a new museum in 
Jakarta (Qin, 2016), dedicated to national and international modern and contemporary art, 
indicates change. Will Yogyakarta’s art world stay grassroots, independent, diverse, alternative 
and at times rebellious (in addition to being seen as a traditional city)? One thing is certain, 
contemporary art in Yogyakarta has a social life: it is a playground in which it becomes inflected 
and innovated, where it is redefined and reimagined time and time again.  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 Appendix
The contemporary art map is published by 
Kedai Kebun Forum. The concept is by Yudha 
Sandy and the design by Danang Catur. This 
map is the 2013 version. During the fieldwork, 
the updated, 2014 version was not yet in 
circulation. The pages on the map that are 
called ‘Eastern Yogyakarta’ and ‘Western 
Yogyakarta’ are geographically in the South; 
on a scale map, they form altogether one 
district in the South. In other words, on the 
map, the South is divided in a left piece 
‘Western Yogyakarta’, a centre piece, 
‘Southern Yogyakarta’ and a right piece, 
‘Eastern Yogyakarta’. The North is the only 
part of the map that is actually North of the 
railway in Yogyakarta’s geography. 
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